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ABSTRACT 
 
This study explored the barriers experienced by women holding executive positions 
in the corporate environment. Over the years there has been a rise in women 
entering executive leadership positions of corporate organisations. However, the 
existence of research in this area is minimal, particularly with regard to the barriers 
that exist for women in executive positions. Past research has focused mainly on the 
barriers that thwart the career advancement of women in the corporate sector. This 
study is presented as a multiple case study that incorporates a combination of 
investigative and descriptive approaches used to describe the experiences of South 
African women executives in the corporate sector. These case participants were 
selected and analytically filtered using non-probability, purposive sampling. Data in 
the form of primary and secondary data was collected and analysed using document 
study and thematic document analysis of relevant sources that have been published. 
The findings of this study are not generalizable as they are limited to the subjective 
experiences of the selected case participants. For the purpose of this study, these 
case participants experiences were categorised into psychosocial- and 
organisational-related barriers to women executives in corporate. Being the first of its 
nature, this study is specifically based on the experiences of South African women 
executives in the corporate sector as opposed to barriers to the career advancement 
of women and the “glass ceiling” hypothesis. The barriers identified in this study are 
based on the experiences of the selected case participants and include work-life 
balance and work-life role conflict, the underrepresentation and isolation of women in 
executive leadership, gender prejudice and discrimination, and institutional bias 
against women executives in the workplace. 
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The concluding remarks in this study suggests that the experience of barriers for 
women in the workplace continue to exist beyond the glass ceiling. According to the 
case participants consulted in this study, gender barriers are not limited to women 
seeking opportunities for career advancement. However, recommendations that 
respond to these barriers have been provided and include advocating against gender 
discrimination in the workplace, educating people on gender-related issues as well 
as implementing government-provided policies in organisations. 
Key words: barriers, women, executive leadership, organisational barriers, 
psychosocial barriers, gender inequality, gender discrimination  
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1.1. CHAPTER PREVIEW 
This chapter provides the contextual background and rationale on which this study is 
founded. It further provides the purpose and significance of the study and thereafter 
gives the reader brief descriptions of the research aims, objectives and the 
demarcation of the study, as well as the clarification of important concepts referred to 
in this study. Additionally, this chapter also discusses the rationale, methodology, 
ethical considerations and a brief overview of the chapters covered in this study. 
1.2. CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND 
The career development of women has become a topic that is often discussed in 
conjunction with career development barriers due to the fact that career women often 
experience barriers that inhibit or delay their career success in male-dominated 
networks of executive management in the corporate sector (Kirai & Elegwa, 2012; 
Pillay, 2005). The above-mentioned occurrences contribute to the 
underrepresentation of women in senior executive leadership positions (Cook & 
Glass, 2013; Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007). As such, most 
research is focused on the barriers to women’s career advancement and the “glass 
ceiling” hypothesis; however, not much research exists on the topic of the barriers 
that exist beyond the “glass ceiling” (Kirai & Elegwa, 2012; Njiru, 2013). In light of 
this, it is necessary for research to shift towards acknowledging that barriers 
experienced by career women in the corporate sector exist at all levels of 
employment and management, including the top of the corporate hierarchy. 
The structure of the corporate environment is often characterized by male 
dominance especially in executive managerial positions; this has resulted in a culture 
of gender polarisation where organisations operate on a patriarchal agenda that is 
14 
 
 
 
unconcerned with the career advancement of women (Kiser, 2015). This lack of 
gender inclusivity in terms of organisational structure and culture has given rise to 
the shortage of women in leadership positions because they have to compete 
against an unsupportive environment that is designed for male dominance and 
success. Therefore, it is necessary for research to address these issues so that 
equal treatment and gender inclusivity can be implemented in order to mitigate the 
experience of gender barriers and manage diversity (Chiloane-Tsoka, 2010). 
There is a variety of gender-related barriers implicated in women’s career 
development; however for the purpose of this study, these barriers are grouped 
under two main headings, namely; psychosocial- and organisational-related barriers.  
1.3. PURPOSE & SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study is to identify and describe the barriers that exist for women 
executives in corporate South Africa. Using phenomenological principles, this case 
study explores the experiences of women during the height of their careers as 
corporate leaders. By doing so, the study sheds light on the barriers experienced by 
women executives who are at the helm of corporate leadership. By doing so, this 
study will generate knowledge beyond the focal point of the glass ceiling that has 
traditionally been investigated. 
1.4. RESEARCH AIM 
This study investigates the barriers experienced by South African women executives. 
It is aimed at identifying and describing gender barriers experienced by women 
executives. Their experiences provide insight into the manifestation of gender 
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barriers from the unique perspective of career women who have penetrated the 
“glass ceiling”. 
1.5. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
a.) Identifying the barriers experienced by leading South African 
businesswomen in executive positions of prominent corporate 
organisations; 
b.) Describing the identified barriers experienced by leading South African 
businesswomen in executive positions of prominent corporate 
organisations. 
1.6. DEMARCATION OF THE STUDY 
The study is limited to the identification and description of the barriers that South 
African businesswomen experience as executives in the corporate sector. For the 
purpose of providing a context to this study, information regarding the challenges 
experienced by career women in general is also considered. This includes 
challenges such as the “glass ceiling” hypothesis, gender polarisation and male 
dominance to name a few.  
1.6.1. Level of Management 
This study is limited to South African businesswomen in executive leadership 
positions which make up the most senior level of management in corporate 
organisations, such as chief executive officers (CEOs) and executive/managing 
directors (MDs). This excludes lower to middle management and instances where 
the executive is a subordinate within the executive cluster, e.g. deputy to the 
CEO/MD.  
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1.6.2. Type of Organisation 
This research is limited to South African corporate organisations that have an 
executive structure that includes women. This is necessary to qualify that the 
experiences discussed in this study are from the unique experiences of executive 
women as leaders of corporate organisations and structures that have been 
traditionally occupied by men. 
1.6.3. Geographical Demarcation 
The parameters for this study are limited to corporate organisations operating within 
South Africa in order to provide a South African focused perspective. 
1.6.4. Leading South African Businesswomen 
The study is limited to describing the barriers that women encounter as corporate 
leaders; these women are leading businesswomen because of the fact that they run 
Multi-million Rand Corporations, which often entails overcoming challenges that are 
unique to women in the workplace. 
1.6.5. Subject of Evaluation 
The concept of gender barriers to women’s career development is one that is aimed 
at accounting for the discrepancy between the abilities and achievement of career 
women (Stead & Watson, 2009). The subject of this study is limited to the gender 
barriers faced by women executives. 
1.6.6. Subject Evaluation 
The gender barriers to women’s career success in executive leadership are divided 
into the following themes: 
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a.) Psychosocial barriers 
i. Inferiority complex experienced by the women executives 
ii. Stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination 
iii. Work-life role conflict: balancing work demands and family 
responsibilities. 
b.) Organisational barriers 
i. Barriers that women face in the organisation 
ii. Gender polarisation 
iii. Gendered perceptions and attitudes in the workplace. 
1.7. CLARIFICATION OF CONCEPTS 
1.7.1. Barriers 
Barriers are obstacles that thwart movement or progress and in the context of this 
study, will be related to the obstacles experienced by women executives in the 
corporate sector (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007). 
1.7.2. Corporate Organisation 
A corporate organisation (similarly known as a corporation) is a large business, 
company or group that is operating in a trade guild (Merriam-Webster's online 
dictionary, 2017c).  For the purpose of this study, the corporation provides the 
workplace or work environment which is referred to in this study. 
1.7.3. Executive 
Executive represents the most senior structure of management position in a 
company which represents the controlling level of an organisation (Merriam-Webster 
online dictionary, 2017a). 
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1.7.4. Stereotyping 
The concept of stereotyping is the categorisation of people into a particular group 
and attributing a set of characteristics to a person or group on the basis of group 
membership (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007). This study will specifically focus on the gender 
stereotyping of women in the workplace. 
1.7.5. The “Glass Ceiling” Hypothesis 
The glass ceiling hypothesis argues that there exists an invisible barrier that hinders 
women from “moving up in the management hierarchy”. It is also similarly described 
as a barrier that prevents the career advancement of women in the workplace (Ismail 
& Ibrahim, 2007). 
1.8. OVERVIEW AND RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 
The gender barriers experienced by women in the workplace stem from the structure 
of the corporate sector (Oakley, 2000). It is structured in a way that is better suited 
for men in both policy and practice, which perpetuates the gender imbalance that 
exists in executive managerial positions (Oakley, 2000). The “glass ceiling” is often 
used synonymously with the barriers faced by women in the workplace and is 
described as the invisible barrier preventing women from advancing their careers to 
executive or managerial positions (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Oakley, 2000). 
According to the “glass ceiling hypothesis” women are overlooked in terms of 
recruitment, retention and promotion into executive positions regardless of 
competency and abilities because men are selected favourably over women (Oakley, 
2000). This often leads to the erroneous perception that men are better equipped 
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leaders even though the actual reasoning for this occurrence is caused by lack of 
equal opportunity for women (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Oakley, 2000). As such, 
Stead and Watson (2009) conceptualise career development barriers as a construct 
through which the discrepancy between the abilities and achievements of career 
women can be explained. Other than gender-biased corporate practices, behaviour 
and culture form part of the psychosocial factors that are equally implicated as 
barrier-causing instruments for women in the workplace (Oakley, 2000). 
The identification and description of the barriers experienced by women executives 
in the South African corporate sector will bring about a detailed understanding of the 
challenges that women uniquely experience and how their career success as 
executives, is stunted.  
1.8.1. Psychosocial-related barriers 
Psychosocial-related barriers can be described as psychological and social factors 
that work together to form perceptions, attitudes and cultural norms that are shaped 
by social conditions and influence behaviour (Merriam-Webster online dictionary, 
2017b). For this study, psychosocial factors will be discussed as various types of 
psychological and social barriers that women experience in the workplace. 
1.8.1.1. Social and culturally influenced perceptions 
Past perceptions such as the idea that women are caretakers and should be 
responsible for the household and family life influence the attitudes and perceptions 
of people, the very same people that make up the work force of an organisation 
(Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009). People play a large role in influencing the organisational 
culture and behaviour of a corporation and can therefore project their personal 
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attitudes and beliefs onto the organisation; as in the case of the abovementioned 
example where women are seen as caretakers, this perception can perpetuate an 
organisational culture that does not support the advancement of women into 
executive managerial positions because of the fact that women are perceived as 
lacking the ability to possess an “action taker” leadership style as opposed to the 
perceived “caretaker” in addition to the belief that women are less suitable for 
executive leadership positions due to life-role demands (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; 
Kiser, 2015). The abovementioned perceptions perpetuate issues such as gender 
stereotyping and discrimination in the workplace (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009). 
1.8.1.2. Gender prejudice and stereotyping versus leadership 
Past perceptions are also entrenched in the ideologies of the corporate sector 
because of the fact the corporations still view effective leadership to be a masculine 
characteristic that men naturally embody; men are thus associated with effective 
leaders while women are stereotyped as non-executive in characteristic because of 
the belief that women are subordinate and lack the masculine traits necessary to be 
effective leaders (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Górska, 2016). The stereotyping of 
women in corporations is perpetuated by the idea that women are less suitable for 
leadership which results in them being overlooked when competing for executive 
managerial positions against men (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Stead & Watson, 
2009). 
1.8.1.3. Work-life role conflict 
Family-related barriers speak to the domestic roles that women take on in their 
personal lives where they often hold the role of primary caretaker of the family in the 
household, assuming greater duties in this respect than men, although nowadays 
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men are increasingly assuming a larger share of household duties (Ismail & Ibrahim, 
2007; Rarieya, 2013). The juggle between managing life and work roles presents as 
lifestyle conflict as women have to find a work-life balance and manage both their 
domestic and work obligations or face the choice of sacrificing one over the other 
(Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009).  
In the past however, women were restricted to prioritizing motherhood over work 
demands, often leading to them sacrificing their careers in order to accommodate 
cultural and societal expectations when it comes to gender roles (Ismail & Ibrahim, 
2007). The repercussions of these norms led to the biased perception that women 
are less committed workers and less invested leaders in the work place, thus 
resulting in an organisational behaviour that prefers male executive leadership over 
women in the corporate sector (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007). 
1.8.2. Organisational-related barriers 
1.8.2.1. Organisational culture 
As stated in Ismail and Ibrahim (2007), the culture of an organisation is built on the 
shared beliefs, values and practices that jointly form the behavioural norms that 
govern the organisation and its employees. Therefore, the barriers that exist on an 
organisational level often stem from the organisational culture that the organisation 
has assumed (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012; Kiser, 2015). For 
example, most organisations claim to strive for gender neutrality in principle but fail 
in their implementation because of conflicting cultural norms that are informed by 
differences in life experiences and gender socialisation (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai 
& Elegwa, 2012; Kiser, 2015). In such instances, cultural norms often override formal 
policy (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007). This supports the idea that the organisational culture 
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can be conceptualized as a barrier to work-life policies (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai 
& Elegwa, 2012; Kiser, 2015). As a result, where executive leadership is concerned, 
women are overlooked because of cultural norms that dictate that leadership 
requires masculinity and is a position that cannot be held by women (Ismail & 
Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012).  
Consequently, career women in the corporate sector are thrust into an unsupportive 
work environment where they are undermined and overlooked for executive 
managerial positions regardless of their abilities, which contributes to the 
underrepresentation of women in the executive suites of corporations (Ismail & 
Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012; Stead & Watson, 2009). 
1.8.2.2. Male gender polarisation in the organisation 
Gender polarisation is described by Kiser (2015, p. 599) as the phenomenon that 
occurs when “men in executive positions show little concern for advancing women 
into managerial roles while men have a clear advantage when it comes to getting 
promoted”. As such, executive managerial positions become dominated by men, 
especially in instances where men make up the majority in a particular profession, as 
well as in organisations that do not promote gender diversity (Kiser, 2015; McGinn & 
Oh, 2017). This trend is perpetuated by the fact that men in executive positions are 
concerned only about advancing other men, allowing for gendered discrimination to 
occur when it comes to selecting executives to lead organisations. This creates an 
organisational culture that enforces the male agenda and overlooks women 
regardless of their ability and eligibility for advancement into executive leadership 
roles in the corporate sector (Kiser, 2015; Stead & Watson, 2009). 
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1.8.2.3. Gendered perceptions and attitudes in the workplace 
As discussed in the section on organisational culture, the “perceptions and attitudes 
of both men and women play a major role in the culture of an organisation” (Kiser, 
2015, p. 599). Perceptions and attitudes are derived from life experiences and 
gender socialisation that is influenced by culture and society (Kiser, 2015). So, in the 
context of an organisation, this may create a barrier for the advancement of women 
because of the cultural association of leadership to masculinity, making it difficult for 
women to hold positions of executive management because their gender contradicts 
the masculine view of leadership (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kiser, 2015). This is 
consistent with a statement made by Pillay (2005) that states that men often resist 
the entry of women into many domains, particularly executive management because 
of patriarchal perceptions and attitudes. 
According to Kiser (2015), people tend to bond with people they have similar 
interests with; this then perpetuates the gender polarisation of executive positions 
because in selection processes, men are more likely to receive promotions to 
executive managerial positions when the selection panel is male dominated.  
An alternative perspective to gendered atttitudes and perceptions is from the 
women’s perspective, and is the notable reluctance by women to pursue leadership 
opportunities in the workplace because of the experience of negative outcomes 
(Walker, 2013). Women feel discouraged from pursuing leadership positions 
because of negative reinforcement that results from not being rewarded in male 
dominated careers, much like in the domain of executive leadership in the corporate 
sector (Walker, 2013). Women have developed negative perceptions towards 
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leadership opportunites because of the belief that they will not be successful in these 
opportunities (Walker, 2013). 
1.9. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The broad methodology followed in this study is discussed below. The following 
procedure is adopted to fulfil the research purpose, aim and objectives of this study. 
1.9.1. Literature Survey 
This study has made use of literature to provide context to the phenomenon of 
gender barriers that women experience in the corporate sector. Literature in the form 
of gender theory is discussed to formulate a general rationale for this study. 
1.9.2. Empirical Study 
The empirical study is based on the qualitative research design and consists of: 
1.9.2.1. Case study research: 
This study is conducted using a phenomenological multiple case study research 
design with the purpose of exploring the barriers experienced by women executives. 
The research approach taken is interpretive and descriptive as the case participants 
provide accounts of their experiences in order to give a deeper understanding of the 
research topic. 
1.9.2.2. Document study: 
The data for this study was collected using documentary data where relevant 
documents in the form of primary (e.g. autobiographies) and secondary data (e.g. 
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newspaper articles, academic work, books or reportage etc.) is analytically filtered, 
selected and interrogated in order to explore the research topic.  
1.9.2.3. Sample: 
The study makes use of a non-probability, purposive sampling technique because 
the study is a multiple case study; the case participants have been selected 
according to relevance to the topic and availability of information. The sample 
comprises South African women executive leaders in the corporate sector. 
1.9.2.4. Statistical analysis of data: 
The documentation consulted in this study has been processed and analyzed 
according to thematic analysis strategies and procedures which include categorizing 
and organizing the data into major themes. 
1.10. ANTICIPATED VALUE OF THE PROPOSED STUDY 
The benefits of this study are in generating new knowledge in the research area of 
the barriers experienced by women in the corporate sector by specifically zeroing in 
on the experiences and perspectives of South African women executives. 
1.11. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
The ethical considerations are limited to the honest presentation of the findings. The 
limitations of the study have been clearly specified so that the research avoids being 
misleading in any way. The researcher also ensures that this study fully 
acknowledges that material belonging to others has been referenced accordingly. 
The documentary and secondary data consulted to make up the sample case 
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participants of this study have been sourced from publicly accessible platforms that 
have been endorsed by the individual case participants. 
1.12. CHAPTER OUTLINE OF THIS STUDY 
Chapter 1 deals with introducing the topic of the study. This includes a contextual 
rationale and overview of the research study. Chapter 2 contains a review of related 
literature. This chapter discusses the existing literature, including the overview of the 
research that currently exists on the barriers experienced by women in the corporate 
sector. Major themes surrounding this topic include the advancement of women, the 
“glass ceiling” hypothesis and the gendered perceptions of leadership. Thereafter, 
based on existing literature, the gender barriers are categorized under two main 
headings, namely, psychosocial and organisational barriers. Chapter 3 looks into the 
research design and methodology that has been used in this study, and its 
foundation on the qualitative approach. In Chapter 4, the data collection and analysis 
of the selected case participants is discussed, leading the reader to Chapter 5 which 
entails the discussion of the findings and results that have been interpreted by the 
researcher. The sixth and final chapter concludes the study and provides the 
necessary recommendations. 
1.13. CHAPTER SUMMARY 
In this chapter, the overview and rationale of this study have been provided, along 
with a brief description of the case study research, an overview of psychosocial and 
organisational gender barriers to career women and the clarification of the main 
concepts discussed in this study. A brief description of the purpose, significance, 
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aims and objectives of this study is outlined. Lastly, the structure of this treatise is 
provided.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1. CHAPTER PREVIEW 
This chapter provides a discussion on the theoretical foundation of women’s career 
development and provides context on the extent at which patriarchy has imposed 
itself on women’s experiences. Additionally, the glass ceiling hypothesis, 
underrepresentation of women in leadership and the barriers they experience in their 
career development are discussed. The barriers identified in the literature consulted 
in this study are categorised and discussed according to the two main constructs of 
this study, namely: psychosocial and organisational barriers. Lastly, the chapter is 
concluded with a chapter summary. 
2.2. THE THEORETICAL FOUNDATION OF WOMEN’S CAREER 
DEVELOPMENT 
The theoretical foundation of women’s career development was developed with the 
aim of exploring women’s career behaviour (Stead & Watson, 2009). Although one 
would assume that the study of women’s experiences would be conducted with the 
context of women in mind, it was instead developed with reference to the male 
standpoint and experience (Stead & Watson, 2009). The dominant influence of 
patriarchy in society is one that has had a significant impact on the world of work and 
has resulted in gender inequality, gender polarisation and male dominance across 
various occupational contexts. As such, it is no surprise that the existing theory 
around women’s career development was founded on male perspectives (Stead & 
Watson, 2009). However, the experiences of men and women in their occupational 
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lives do differ, not necessarily fundamentally, but rather in their degree of complexity 
due to their unique gendered social contexts (O'Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). 
A considerable amount of literature on women’s career development demonstrates 
that there are developmental differences in the career development of men and 
women owing to organisational and societal factors (O'Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). Be 
that as it may, there is still some debate on the necessity of gender-specific career 
theories (O'Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). In spite of this, many have firmly argued for the 
call for gender-specific career theories because of the belief that gender socialisation 
and gender social contexts have a major influence on occupational experiences  
(O'Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). As a result, feminine theory development needs to be 
responsive to the unique contexts it aims to examine. 
2.1. THE GLASS CEILING HYPOTHESIS 
The glass ceiling hypothesis is a phenomenon that affirms the call for gender-
specific career development theory because it is uniquely experienced by women 
(Akpinar, 2012; O'Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). Women arguably have more complicated 
career developmental experiences and for this reason, it is necessary to base 
women’s career development theory on gender-specific perspectives (O'Neil & 
Bilimoria, 2005).  
Additionally, the glass ceiling hypothesis can be considered as the by-product of the 
gender inequality, patriarchy and male dominance that exists at executive levels of 
management across various organisational contexts. This hypothesis analyses the 
inequality between men and women in the workplace in order to ascertain the 
barriers that women experience as a result of gender inequality (Akpinar, 2012; 
O'Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). 
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The term “glass ceiling” was coined in the Wall Street Journal in 1986 and is a 
metaphor that represents the invisible barriers experienced by women attempting to 
advance their careers to executive positions of leadership, typically in the corporate 
sector (Akpinar, 2012). It also typifies the gender pay gap that typically widens the 
higher you go on the management hierarchy (Akpinar, 2012). Even with the surge of 
women’s entry into the workforce, women’s entry, position and development 
continue to be subordinate and dissimilar to those of men, particularly in executive 
managerial positions which still remain highly male dominated (Akpinar, 2012; Stead 
& Watson, 2009). This goes to show that the road to becoming an executive differs 
between men and women because of the differences in the challenges they face in 
their career development. Judging from the underrepresentation of women in 
executive leadership positions, it is clear that women are faced with more difficulties 
and challenges on the road to getting there, hence the glass ceiling hypothesis 
(Akpinar, 2012). 
Beyond its metaphorical value, the glass ceiling hypothesis is further described by 
Oakley (2000) as the end-product of institutional discrimination. As a result, women 
are overlooked in terms of recruitment, retention and promotion regardless of 
competence and ability, simply because men are deemed a more favourable choice 
for leadership, over women (Oakley, 2000). This is due to various reasons such as 
gender polarisation where men are more likely to select other men to join them at the 
executive table. Additionally, the favourable selection of men has also been based 
on erroneous perceptions and social complexes centered on the idea that women 
are subordinate to men in leadership qualities and abilities (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013; 
Oakley, 2000). These perceptions are further perpetuated by the 
underrepresentation of women in leadership roles and even though this is due to the 
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lack of equal opportunites for advancement, the belief that men are better equipped 
leaders is cemented by their  dominance in leadership roles (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 
2009; Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013; Oakley, 2000). 
2.2. PATRIARCHAL PERCEPTIONS AND GENDER INEQUALITY 
Gender prejudice, stereotyping and discrimination is often described as a form of 
sexism wherein people in a given culture prescribe preconceived perceptions, 
opinions and ideas about what men and women should be and the gender roles that 
they should assume (Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2011). These prescribed ideas are 
often patriarchal in nature and contribute to gender inequality and the marginalisation 
of women (Shuvalova, 2010). Furthermore, Shuvalova (2010, p. 154) states that 
together, these prescribed ideas combine to form a “mould of presuppositions 
concerning the roles of men and women.” These patriarchal presuppositions then 
manifest as the contextual barriers experienced by women and often imply that 
women are not fit for certain roles simply because women are stereotyped as 
feminine and nurturing (Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2011; Shuvalova, 2010). Thus, upon 
being promoted to executive positions, women become exposed to social prejudices 
that arise from working in a male dominated world of business (Kirmak, 2017). 
With regard to leadership on the other hand, Nyembezi-Heita, in Gleason, Nkomo, 
and De Jongh (2011), states that leadership is often associated with masculinity and 
as such, the stereotypes ascribed to women disqualify them from being considered 
as suitable candidates for leadership positions. Patriarchal presuppositions further 
feed into this notion by viewing leadership as incompatible with the traditional roles 
ascribed to women that include being a wife and mother in addition to having a 
thriving career (Shuvalova, 2010). These roles that women take on have also been 
32 
 
 
 
linked to the work-life dilemma that has also been implicated as a barrier to women 
taking on careers as well as leadership positions in organisations. Women often take 
on more responsibility in the household than men (Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 
2016; Sandberg, 2013). This often then creates a dilemma where women are 
expected to juggle domestic responsibilities in addition to demanding careers, which 
often feed into the idea that women cannot do both simply because men fare better 
in leadership positions because they take on fewer domestic responsibilities 
(Sandberg, 2013). Sandberg (2013) further states that housework and childrearing is 
not evenly shared between men and women, and as such, women with children, 
families and careers end up having to fulfil two full-time jobs. 
Other stereotypes against women stem from prejudicial ideologies that assume that 
women cannot make swift decisions; are reluctant to take risks; or that women have 
to sacrifice their femininity, sexual attractiveness and family harmony in order to be 
successful in traditionally male-dominated positions and industries (Shuvalova, 
2010). The underrepresentation of women in leadership in these industries further 
confirms and deepens the cultural biases that drive gender prejudice and 
stereotypes (Adrian Hodges Advisory, 2017). Regardless of the increasing levels of 
representation of women in the workplace, the number of women holding executive 
level positions remains significantly low while men continue to dominate across 
industries as gender discrimination and prejudice continue to sustain the status quo 
(Heraje, Haddad, Hamdar, Massoud, & Farha, 2013). 
According to Nyembezi-Heita, in Gleason, Nkomo, & De Jongh (2011), another issue 
for women in leadership is that men have made the leadership space their own. 
They also possess the very leadership traits that are usually most admired (Gleason, 
Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). These traits include aggression and proneness to take 
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risks, which are rarely ever associated with women. This further instils gender biases 
and stereotypes that disqualify women from being considered for leadership 
positions.  
Essentially, with the above in mind, gender prejudices and stereotypes can be seen 
as the paradigms and ideologies that we formulate in our heads and assume to be 
true about women and where they belong in the workplace. In this study, patriarchal 
perceptions are considered as the driving force behind gender prejudice and 
stereotyping.  
A further result of patriarchal perceptions that has perpetuated the 
underrepresentation of women, is that women also buy into the idea that they do not 
fit the traditional view of leaders while others, refrain from seeking executive 
leadership positions because of the assumption that the way they lead will not be 
recognised as efficient when compared to the masculine model of leadership 
(Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). However, most men and women would 
agree that both genders are capable of leading; however, men are reported to be 
sceptical about the degree of effectiveness women would employ in positions of 
leadership (Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). 
2.3. THE SECOND-GENERATION GENDER BIAS 
The second-generation gender bias (SGGB) is very similar to the glass ceiling 
hypothesis in that its inception was based on the inequality that exists between men 
and women in the workplace (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). However, it differs in that it 
exclusively focuses on the barriers to women’s career development as a direct result 
of gender bias that occurs in the workplace. Ibarra, Ely and Kolb (2013) define the 
SGGB as a form of gender bias that specifically results from cultural assumptions 
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and organisational structures, practices and policies that manifest as barriers against 
the advancement of women into leadership roles. These biases cumulatively favour 
men over women and give rise to the underpresentation of women in executive 
leadership roles (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). 
There is a variety of contexts in the workplace that present as situational barriers to 
the advancement of women and they often go undetected (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). 
More often than not, women tend to be blind to these barriers because of their 
subtlety (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). These include the lack of role models that 
women can aspire to, gendered career paths and work, lack of access to networks 
and sponsors, and of course the double-edged sword in which women are villified for 
having strong leadership qualities that are considered masculine or the perception of 
weakness when women display a more femininely-viewed style of leadership (Ibarra, 
Ely, & Kolb, 2013).  
Together, the above-mentioned examples in some way or other discourage women 
from pursuing leadership roles even when opportunities are there because for 
women, the battle against occupational barriers is not limited to their career 
advancement but instead continues to exist beyond the glass ceiling. However, little 
research exists on the experiences of women in executive leadership positions and 
the barriers encountered there as most research in this regard focuses on the 
barriers to career advancement due to the persistent underrepresentation of women 
in leadership roles (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). 
2.4. THE UNDERREPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP ROLES  
The underrepresentation of women in leadership roles is an age-old phenomenon 
based on the traditional mindset that women are child-bearers and housekeepers 
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that have no place in the workplace (Pillay, 2005). However, in the last few decades 
there has been a dramatic increase in the number of women entering the world of 
work, yet positions of leadership remain predominantly male dominated (Akpinar, 
2012; Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Kiser, 2015; Pillay, 2005). This has of course been 
attributed to the glass ceiling that bars women from advancing on the management 
hierarchy (Akpinar, 2012; Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Kiser, 2015; Pillay, 2005). 
Helfast, Harris and Wolson (as cited in Elmuti et al., 2009) argue that in the past, 
women in leadership roles were nearly non-existant right up until the early 1990s. 
Nevertheless, not much has changed in the last decade because women still 
continue to lag behind men as they struggle toward the domain of executive 
leadership positions in conditions that preserve gender imbalances by being anti-
female in nature  (Elmuti, et al., 2009; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012; Oakley, 2000). 
According to Statistics South Africa (2017) and the Businesswomen’s Association of 
South Africa (BWASA) (2017), women make up 51% of the adult population and 
44.3% of employed South Africans in which women are often concentrated at lower 
levels in organisations. In terms of gender representation in positions of leadership, 
power and influence, women still lag below the 50% mark (Statistics South Africa, 
2017). For positions that come with a great deal of political influence such as 
positions of Supreme Court of Appeal judges, advocates and ambassadors, women 
constitute 32%, 30% and 24% respectively (Statistics South Africa, 2017).  
Furthermore, according to the census conducted by the BWA (2017), women make 
up 20.7% of directorship positions, 29.4% executive managerial positions and at “the 
top leadership level of organisations, women account for only 11.8% of CEOs or 
chairpersons.”  
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The above-mentioned statistics represent the degree to which women are 
underrepresented in positions of leadership in the general labour force, more so in 
leadership positions in a variety of sectors. 
Furthermore, statistics from a census conducted on South African organisations 
present the severity of the underrepresentation of women executives in the country. 
According to the 2015 South African Leadership Census conducted on 293 
organisations, only 34 of those organisations are listed as top performing companies 
(Business Women's Association South Africa, 2015). In the census, the Business 
Women’s Association of South Africa (BWASA) defines top performing companies 
as companies that have a representation of 25% or more women directors or 
executive managers. Of those 34 top performing companies, only 24 are JSE-listed 
corporations (Business Women's Association South Africa, 2015). 
The representation of women in the JSE-listed corporations is even more astounding 
as only 8.79% of them have 25% or more women directors or executives (Business 
Women's Association South Africa, 2015). These statistics give context to the extent 
of the underrepresentation of women in directorial or executive leadership roles in 
the country (Business Women's Association South Africa, 2015).  
Based on these statistics, it is clear that research is necessary in the area of the 
underrepresentation of women in executive leadership roles, as well as the barriers 
experienced by women who have penetrated the glass ceilings of corporate 
organisations.  
Considering that a lot of literature exists on the barriers to the career advancement of 
women in the workplace or more specifically, the corporate sector, it is necessary for 
research to shift towards the direction of women who have successfully penetrated 
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the glass ceiling. Research now needs to observe how existing women executives 
have overcome barriers to career advancement, as well as the barriers they continue 
to face in their executive capacities (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013; O'Neil & Bilimoria, 
2005). There is also is a dire need to address the policies and practices that 
preserve gender imbalances in organisations (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013).  
By increasing the knowledge on the barriers to career development of women from 
the perspective of women executives, more can be done in developing strategies 
that not only tackle the organisational policies and practices that keep women locked 
out of leadership, but also provide key knowledge on detailed social contexts that 
have a hand in the exclusion of women from executive leadership roles (O'Neil & 
Bilimoria, 2005). 
2.5. THE BARRIERS IMPLICATED IN WOMEN’S CAREER DEVELOPMENT 
The barriers often implicated as barricades against women’s career development 
usually result from an organisational or psychosocial context. In the context of 
organisations, barriers take the form of subtle institutionalised discrimination and 
SGGB in the form of gender-biased corporate “practices, policies and patterns of 
interaction that inadvertently benefit men, while putting women at a disadvantage” 
(Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). Or, they emerge as psychosocial-related barriers in which 
gender socialisation, gender social and cultural contexts, assumptions, perceptions 
and attitudes, gender prejudice and stereotyping are presented (Oakley, 2000).  
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2.6.  ORGANISATIONAL-RELATED BARRIERS 
2.6.1. Organisational culture 
As stated in Ismail and Ibrahim (2007), the culture of an organisation is built on the 
shared beliefs, values and practices that jointly form the behavioural norms that 
govern the organisation and its employees. Therefore, the barriers that exist on an 
organisational level often stem from the organisational culture that the organisation 
has assumed. For example, most organisations claim to strive for gender neutrality 
in principle but fail in their implementation because of conflicting cultural norms that 
are informed by differences in life experiences and gender socialisation and in such 
instances, cultural norms often override formal policy. This supports the idea that the 
organisational culture can be conceptualized as a barrier to work-life balance (Ismail 
& Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012; Kiser, 2015). As a result, where executive 
leadership is concerned, women are overlooked because of cultural norms that 
dictate that leadership requires masculinity and is a position that cannot be held by a 
women (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012).  
Consequently, career women in the corporate sector are thrust into an unsupportive 
work environment where they are undermined and overlooked for executive 
managerial positions regardless of their abilities, which contribute to the 
underrepresentation of women in the executive suites of corporations (Ismail & 
Ibrahim, 2007; Kirai & Elegwa, 2012; Stead & Watson, 2009). 
2.6.2. Male gender polarisation in the organisation 
Gender polarisation is described by Kiser (2015, p. 599) as the phenomenon that 
occurs when “men in executive positions show little concern for advancing women 
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into managerial roles while men have a clear advantage when it comes to getting 
promoted” and because of this, executive managerial positions become dominated 
by men, especially in instances where organisations do not promote gender 
diversity. This trend is perpetuated by the fact that men in executive positions are 
concerned only about advancing other men allowing for gendered discrimination to 
occur when it comes to selecting executives to lead organisations. This creates an 
organisational culture that enforces the male agenda and overlooks women 
regardless of their ability and eligibility for advancement into executive leadership 
roles in the corporate sector (Kiser, 2015; Stead & Watson, 2009). 
2.6.3. Gendered perceptions and attitudes in the workplace 
As discussed in the section on organisational culture, the “perceptions and attitudes 
of both men and women play a major role in the culture of an organisation” (Kiser, 
2015, p. 599). Perceptions and attitudes are derived from life experiences and 
gender socialisation that are influenced by culture and society and so in the context 
of an organisation, this may create a barrier for the advancement of women because 
of the cultural association of leadership to masculinity, making it difficult for women 
to hold positions of executive management because their gender identity contradicts 
the masculinity of leadership (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kiser, 2015). This is consistent 
with a statement made by Pillay (2005) that states that men often resist the entry of 
women into many domains, particularly executive management, because of 
patriarchal perceptions and attitudes.  
According to Kiser (2015), people tend to bond with people they have similar 
interests with; this then perpetuates the gender polarisation of executive positions 
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because in selection processes, men are more likely to receive promotions to 
executive managerial positons when the selection panel is male dominated.  
An alternative perspective is that there has been a notable reluctance to pursue 
leadership opportunities in the workplace because of the experience of negative 
outcomes (Walker, 2013). Women feel discouraged from pursuing leadership 
positions because of negative reinforcement that results from not being rewarded in 
male dominated careers, much like in the domain of executive leadership in the 
corporate sector (Walker, 2013). Women have developed negative perceptions 
towards leadership opportunites because of the belief that they will not be successful 
in these opportunities (Walker, 2013). 
2.7.  PSYCHOSOCIAL-RELATED BARRIERS 
Psychosocial-related barriers can be described as psychological and social factors 
that work together to form perceptions, attitudes and cultural norms that are shaped 
by social conditions and influence behaviour (Merriam-Webster online dictionary, 
2017b). For the purpose of this study, psychosocial factors will be discussed as 
various types of social barriers that women experience in the workplace. 
2.7.1. Social and culturally influenced perceptions 
Past perceptions such as the idea that women are caretakers and should be 
responsible for the household and family life, influence the attitudes and perceptions 
of people - the very same people that make up the work force of an organisation. 
People play a large role in influencing the organisational culture and behaviour of a 
corporation and can therefore project their personal attitudes and beliefs onto the 
organisation; as in the case of the abovementioned example where women are seen 
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as caretakers, this perception can perpetuate an organisational culture that does not 
support the advancement of women into executive managerial positions because of 
the fact that women are perceived as lacking the ability to possess an “action taker” 
leadership style as opposed to the perceived “caretaker”, in addition to the belief that 
women are less suitable for executive leadership positions due to life-role demands 
(Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007) (Kiser, 2015). The abovementioned perceptions perpetuate 
issues such as gender stereotyping and discrimination in the workplace (Elmuti, Jia, 
& Davis, 2009). 
2.7.2. Gender prejudice and stereotyping versus leadership 
Past perceptions are also entrenched in the ideologies of the corporate sector 
because of the fact that the corporations still view effective leadership to be a 
masculine characteristic where men are associated with success and achievement 
while women are stereotyped as non-executive in characteristic because of the belief 
that women are subordinate and lack the traits necessary to be effective leaders 
(Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009). The stereotyping of women in corporations is 
perpetuated by the idea that women are less suitable for leadership which results in 
them being overlooked when competing for executive managerial positions against 
men (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Stead & Watson, 2009). 
2.7.3. Work-life role conflict 
Family-related barriers speak to the domestic roles and responsibilities that women 
take on in their personal lives. Women often hold the role of primary caretaker of the 
family and the household and assume greater responsibilities than men in this 
respect, although nowadays men are increasingly assuming a larger share of 
household duties (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Rarieya, 2013). However, the conflict lies 
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in the fact that women must juggle between managing life roles and responsibilities 
in addition to work roles (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009). They are challenged with 
managing both their domestic and work obligations or face the choice of sacrificing 
one over the other (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009).  
In the past, however, women were restricted to prioritizing motherhood over work 
demands, often leading to them sacrificing their careers in order to accommodate 
cultural and societal expectations when it comes to gender roles (Ismail & Ibrahim, 
2007). The repercussions of these norms led to the biased perception that women 
are less committed workers and less invested leaders in the work place, thus 
resulting in an organisational behaviour that prefers male executive leadership over 
women in the corporate sector (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007). 
2.8. CHAPTER SUMMARY 
In this chapter, the researcher has provided an overview of existing literature on the 
barriers to women’s career development, barriers in the workplace and the barriers 
against women’s leadership. The glass ceiling hypothesis and the phenomenon of 
second-generation gender bias are introduced and discussed to provide further 
context. This chapter concludes with a discussion on the psychosocial and 
organisational barriers against career women that have been identified in literature.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1. CHAPTER PREVIEW 
The literature consulted in Chapter 3 has provided the backdrop to the research 
design and methodology that is employed in this chapter. This includes the research 
design, techniques, data collection and analysis methods that the researcher has 
adopted in this study. Furthermore, this study is a multiple case study following the 
experiences of several South African women executives and the barriers they have 
experienced in their executive capacities, thus, taking a qualitative approach to 
unpacking the abovementioned phenomenon of barriers against women’s executive 
leadership. In studying the experiences of the selected case participants, the 
document study research methodology is adopted and discussed. Lastly, the chapter 
discusses the data processing and analysis that mainly entails thematic analysis 
techniques. 
3.2. RESEARCH DESIGN 
This study takes a well-documented concept, “the barriers to women in the 
workplace” and seeks to concentrate it into a phenomenological multiple case study. 
It is based on the South African perspective that specifically looks at the lived 
experiences of South African women executives in the corporate sector and the 
barriers they experience in their executive leadership positions of corporate 
organisations. 
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The study focuses on the experience of barriers by women executives in South 
Africa and as such, the approach to the research topic being assessed is qualitative 
in nature and entails document and secondary data analysis that will be thematically 
assessed and interpreted in response to the research topic. 
This study is based on a case study research strategy which is founded on a 
theoretical analysis of barriers to women in the workplace and thereafter approaches 
this research topic by making use of secondary data analysis of various documents 
that have yielded similar and relevant information around this topic. It focuses on 
several figures in the corporate sector to formulate a case study on all their 
experiences as women in corporate leadership. Moreover, because of the fact that a 
sample of women executives is one that proves difficult to engage with, this case 
study is based on public documentary data based on their lives and careers as 
women executives in the corporate sector.  
The approach used in this study is both interpretive and descriptive as the data 
selected are the personal accounts and experiences of South African women 
executives and so this approach is relevant. This study aims to gain a deeper 
understanding of the research topic, particularly because minimal research exists on 
the experiences of women executives because most research related to this topic 
focuses on the glass ceiling hypothesis as opposed to what happens upon entrance 
into executive leadership positions. 
Described below is the broad methodological process that has been followed to fulfil 
the research purpose, aims and objectives of this study. 
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3.3. DATA COLLECTION 
3.3.1. Case Study Research: 
This study is conducted using a phenomenological multiple case study research 
design with the purpose of exploring the barriers experienced by women executives. 
The research approach taken is investigative and descriptive as the case 
participants provide accounts of their experiences in order to give a deeper 
understanding of the research topic. 
According to de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport (2011), the case study 
methodological framework is one that is more of a choice of what to study rather 
than methodology as it can be applied to a variety of methodologies such as 
biographies, phenomenology, grounded theory and ethnography. The researcher 
has selected the case study for its ability to conceptualise human behaviour and 
attentively draw on what can be learned from single to multiple case participants (de 
Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2011).  
In addition to the above-mentioned rationale, the case study has been adopted in 
this study for its ability to make use of multiple sources of evidence to support the 
investigative and descriptive nature of this study, including the reliance histories / 
contemporary events when the researcher cannot access or control research 
participants (Yin, 2009). In this study, documents, biographies, books and existing 
interviews have been utilised to produce data that was thereafter thematically 
analysed; this data was consulted in place of direct contact with the research 
sample, as it forms part of a population that is not easily accessible. 
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3.3.2. Literature Survey 
Literature is used in this study to provide an overview of the intellectual context of the 
research topic. This is in the form of theories and practices that discuss the barriers 
faced by women in the corporate sector and includes the glass ceiling hypothesis, 
psychosocial and organisational-related barriers to women in the workplace and how 
these are perceived and conceptualized in existing literature. 
The literature also provides a past to present look at barriers to women in the 
workplace as a foundation to the research topic being assessed in this study. 
The experiences of the several women executive case participants that this study is 
composed of will be analysed with reference to the information provided by the 
literature and discussed with that as the point of departure from which to make sense 
of their experiences. For example, the various barriers that are identified will be 
thematically grouped into the categories identified from the literature survey such as 
organisational barriers and psychosocial barriers in the workplace as these are 
phenomena that exist in historical studies, using terminology that is commonly used 
in similar studies that deal with similar phenomena. 
3.3.3. Secondary Data 
The data that will be used to conduct this study will be collected from secondary 
sources rather than collecting original sources because of the fact that a sample of 
South African women executives is a research sample that would prove difficult to 
obtain and the process of engaging with that sample would delay the research 
process. As such, secondary data analysis will be used to supplement the document 
study which is the main methodology that will be used.  
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Common sources of secondary data include ethnographies, treaties, newspaper 
accounts, letters and diaries etc.; these have been used in historical studies for 
qualitative studies and an increasing number of researchers make use of this form of 
data (Salkind & Rasmussen, 2007). In discussing the uses of secondary data 
analysis in qualitative research, Salkind and Rasmussen (2007) endorse the 
secondary data analysis in instances where previous research can be used to 
answer a different research question, which is exactly how secondary data is applied 
in this study. 
3.3.4. Document Study 
Document analysis is a form of qualitative research that entails an analysis that is 
interpreted by the researcher in order to make sense of the research topic being 
studied. It incorporates coding of content into thematic categories similar to the way 
interview transcripts are coded for analysis (An Introduction to Document Analysis, 
2016). The researcher collects various sources of information and data that are 
relevant to the research topic and codes that information thematically in order to 
make sense of the research topic (An Introduction to Document Analysis, 2016). 
The data for this study is collected from a variety of publicly available sources based 
on relevance. Documents in the form of primary (e.g. autobiographies) and 
secondary data (e.g. newspaper articles, academic work, books or reportage etc.) is 
analytically filtered, selected and interrogated in order to explore the research topic.  
3.3.5. Sample 
The study makes use of a non-probability, purposive sampling technique because 
the study is a multiple case study; case participants are selected according to 
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relevance to the topic and availability of information. The sample is comprised of 
South African women executive leaders in the corporate sector. 
3.3.6. Data Source 
This study makes use of a combination of primary and secondary sources of data. 
The primary sources have been collected from original written material from the 
author’s own experiences and observations, consistent with de Vos, Strydom, 
Fouche & Delport (2011), who identify these as an example of a primary source in 
document study. The data for secondary sources was collected from journals, 
academic and scholarly books, biographies, reports, unpublished theses, 
dissertations and existing interviews in mass media, freely available to the public. 
The authors further outlined the advantages and disadvantages of using both 
primary and secondary data as follows (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2011): 
The advantages of using primary sources of document study include the following: 
• Relatively low cost and affordable compared to other forms of data collection 
e.g. comprehensive surveys; 
• Openness to confession, as people are more likely to be more open to 
sharing their experiences in a document, particularly in one that would be available 
after their death; this is in comparison with interviews where people are expected to 
open up to a researcher that is often a stranger; 
• Non-reactivity is eliminated in document study because research respondents 
do not necessarily produce documents with the knowledge or expectation that their 
content will be used as part of a research study and therefore, the respondents will 
not alter the reporting of their encounter because of an awareness of being studied; 
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• Inaccessible subjects sometimes hinder the research process. So, in 
instances where the research subject would be difficult to get in touch with, 
document studies do not require the researcher to make personal contact with the 
research subjects. 
The disadvantages of using primary data of document study are listed by de Vos, 
Strydom, Fouche, & Delport (2011) as follows: 
• Incompleteness - some documents may be incomplete in areas that are 
imperative to the research process and these gaps often cannot be filled in any other 
way, as documentation is not necessarily written for research purposes by the 
author. The researcher has overcome this disadvantage by gathering information 
from multiple sources in order to support the data. 
• Bias and objectivity may influence the document since the document was not 
created for research purposes. This is simply because a document was created for 
specific purposes such as making money and therefore some of the content is 
sensationalized to increase interest and boost sales. The researcher improved the 
objectivity of the data collected in this study by collecting data from sources that 
have been endorsed by the case participants as well as the use of published writings 
i.e. biographies, research studies and career development books. 
Lack of standard format is an influential factor to consider as documents are not 
written in the same way and they differ widely. Some documents have similar 
formats (e.g. newspapers) while others have no applied standardised format (e.g. 
personal documents). In these instances, comparison across documents may prove 
to be a difficult task. However, this study makes use of thematic analysis that assists 
with categorising information in a similar fashion. Furthermore, the primary sources 
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of the data collected is from articles and books in which the case participants have 
been interviewed. Thus, making it easier to synthesise the information 
3.4. DATA PROCESSING 
3.4.1. Thematic Analysis 
Searching 
All relevant data is sourced for inclusion into the study and this is easy to do because 
the sampling is purposive with the purpose of interpreting the data rather than 
predicting an outcome (Thomas & Harden, 2007). Since this study uses a multiple 
case study approach, the use of thematic analysis is relevant also because of the 
fact that it does not require the researcher to source every available study in order 
for the research to be complete because the results of the study do not rely on the 
number of sources consulted (Thomas & Harden, 2007). 
Quality assessment 
There has been much debate on how quality can be assessed in qualitative studies 
and whether it is even a necessity and a consensus on this is yet to be reached; 
however, this study makes exclusions in terms of the quality of the sources and 
studies used based on significant flaws. This is because not much else exists to 
guide the quality assurance process of selecting sources and studies to use 
(Thomas & Harden, 2007). 
Extracting data from studies 
The most imperative concern here is selecting what counts as data or findings and in 
the case of this study, the focus will be on finding content that specifically speaks to 
barriers that have been experienced that can be specifically categorized as 
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organisational-related or psychosocial barriers in the workplace which form the key 
concepts of this study. 
This process can, however, be complicated by various things such as differing 
reporting styles or misinterpretation of data which tend to make this process more 
difficult (Thomas & Harden, 2007). 
Thematic synthesis 
Thematic synthesis takes place in three overlapping stages: coding text, developing 
descriptive themes and generating analytical themes (Thomas & Harden, 2007). 
The first stage, coding of selected text according to meaning and content categories, 
allows the researcher to translate concepts from one study to another and unify them 
by category (Thomas & Harden, 2007). The same principle of line-by-line coding is 
used in this study. 
The second stage, developing descriptive themes, is derived from seeking 
similarities and differences on each code in order to group them according to a 
hierarchal tree structure to organize the various descriptive themes (Thomas & 
Harden, 2007). 
According to Thomas and Harden (2007), the generating of analytical themes is 
dependent mostly on the insight and judgment of the researcher or the reviewer and 
is the most difficult stage to perform. This stage entails going beyond the descriptive 
themes and attempting to address the research topic (Thomas & Harden, 2007).  
The researcher used the literature consulted in this study to formulate a framework 
that would guide the categorisation of the various themes that arose. Similar themes 
were then grouped together under a main theme and then sub-themes were created 
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and numbered accordingly. Therefore, all the themes would be easily marked and 
identified using the numbering system wherein the first main theme was numbered 
1) and the corresponding sub-themes numbered as 1.1) and 1.2.) etc. After 
identifying and numbering all the themes, the researcher then tabulated the themes 
in numerical order and defined each theme and sub-theme to ensure that when data 
is collected, the identified data would be added to the corresponding theme. 
3.5. DATA ANALYSIS: 
3.5.1. Statistical Analysis of Data 
All the data collected in this study has been processed and analysed according to 
thematic analysis strategies and procedures which entail the categorisation and 
organisation of collected data into major themes. In doing so, it combines the 
understanding derived from the literature and secondary data consulted in this study 
to formulate findings on the research topic.  
3.1.1. Reliability and Validity 
Reliability and validity of this study is instilled by quality assessment which entails the 
selection of secondary data that is endorsed by the subjects, professionally 
published and edited by reputable publishers and public record items that involve the 
subjects such as newspaper reviews and interviews, previous similar studies, etc. 
(de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2011). 
3.6. CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter has highlighted the research design and methodology adopted in this 
study. As above stated, the study is qualitative in nature, applying a 
phenomenological multiple case study approach to document study, as well as the 
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use of secondary data. A discussion on the data analysis procedures followed has 
been briefly discussed, covering topics such as the sample of case participants, 
statistical analysis, reliability and validity.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 
 
4.1. CHAPTER PREVIEW 
The research design and methodology discussed in the previous chapter has 
informed the rationale that details the data collection methodology that the 
researcher has employed. Following the rationale, the research instrument utilised in 
this study is introduced and applied by the researcher. The data collection 
techniques and thematic coding frame has also been discussed in addition to a brief 
overview of the career backgrounds as well as the responses of the case 
participants consulted in this study.  
4.1.1. Data Collection Rationale 
This study is both definitive and descriptive in nature. Data was collected through the 
use of unobtrusive data collection methods, namely the reading of analytically filtered 
documentation such as authentic biographies, newspaper articles and reports, 
academic work and books, as well as visual and netographic data such as television 
or online interviews of the participants. The above techniques all avoid the 
solicitation of information from the source or the direct contact or engagement of 
participants with the researcher. 
Unobtrusive data collection methods are useful to researchers in instances where a 
particular phenomenon or event cannot be studied by direct observation or 
interviewing (Aurini, Heath, & Howells, 2016). Even though, this is not the case for 
this study, it was useful to make use of unobtrusive data collection methods due to 
the fact that the research sample is one that is difficult to get access for interviews or 
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observation purposes, due to the availability of participants. “South African executive 
businesswomen” describes the key characteristics of the required research sample 
of case participants for this study and this alludes to why it would prove difficult to 
schedule interviews or observe the participants in their environment. Moreover, 
attempting to interview or observe this sample would have a delaying effect on the 
prompt completion of this study. 
The above-mentioned data collection methods are appropriate to this study and 
effectively gather the valid information that will enable this study to achieve the 
objective of defining and describing the phenomenon of barriers experienced by 
women executives in the corporate sector. 
4.1.2. Data Collection Method 
Qualitative researchers use a variety of different methods to gather information in 
order to describe, explore and understand phenomena and events that occur in 
social life. In order to do so, researchers adopt one of two paradigms: the 
quantitative approach concerned with making sense of phenomena by numerically 
analysing data, or the qualitative approach where the researcher is concerned with 
describing and creating a deeper understanding of social phenomena (de Vos, 
Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2011). 
This particular study follows the qualitative research paradigm, as it is concerned 
with describing and understanding phenomena from the participant’s point of view in 
order to get a better understanding of it (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2011). 
Within the qualitative approach, the researcher employs the multiple case study 
research design for the purpose of conceptualizing the phenomenon of career 
barriers to women beyond the glass ceiling. In doing so, the researcher pulls from 
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the experiences of specific case participants and brings forth awareness of the 
existence of barriers beyond the glass ceiling, in order to thereafter define and 
describe them and generate an understanding of this phenomenon from the rarely 
researched perspective of women that have broken the glass ceiling and penetrated 
the executive suite of the corporate sector. According to de Vos, Strydom, Fouche 
and Delport (2011), the strategic value of the case study design lies in the 
researcher being able to draw on what can be learned from single/multiple case 
participants by immersing the researcher into the activities of people in order to get 
an understanding of their subjective experience of the phenomenon being studied. 
There are four main data gathering methods that qualitative researchers may use 
when conducting research, namely, interviewing, participant observation, analysing 
documents and material culture, and secondary analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 
2006). All of these are applicable in the case study research design. However, this 
study only makes use of the document and secondary analysis research instruments 
to gather relevant data, because of its appropriateness to the topic under 
investigation. Gathering experiences of women executives in the corporate sector 
would require the researcher to immerse herself into the lives of the participants in 
order to gain an understanding of their experiences, which can be captured by 
examining public records in which the participants have spoken out on the barriers 
they’ve faced beyond the glass ceiling of the South African corporate sector. 
According to de Vos, et al. (2011), some of the advantages of using a document 
study include the following: 
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• Document studies are relatively low in cost although this may be influenced by 
various factors such as the availability of documents, the distance that needs 
to be covered in order to obtain the documents.  
• Self-disclosure, openness and confession. People are more likely to share 
more information in a document, particularly one that will be published 
posthumously. People are less likely to be open about information about 
themselves in a document than in an interview or a mailed questionnaire. 
• Documents also allow for non-reactivity of participants which allows for 
participants to not alter their behaviour because they know that they are being 
observed. This is particularly helpful because it avoids altering behaviour. 
Document studies are also unaffected by the researcher’s activities. 
• One particular advantage particularly relevant to this study is the fact that a 
document study allows the researcher to access participants that would 
otherwise be difficult to access, due to various constraints. 
With all of the above considered, it is important to note that these advantages do not 
present themselves without their respective disadvantages (de Vos, Strydom, 
Fouché, & Delport, 2011). These include bias in which the objectivity of the research 
can be questioned, particularly in cases such as the use of documents that were not 
intended for research purposes. In addition to that, the issue of documents leaves 
gaps in the research database. Often these gaps cannot be replaced in any other 
way. This may be attributed to historical documents, for instance, being incomplete 
(de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2011). De Vos et al. (2011) further implicate 
the inaccurate preservation of documents, availability of documents, unstandardised 
formats and the inability to ascertain the origins of documents as additional 
disadvantages of document study as a method of data collection. 
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4.2. THE THEMATIC CODING FRAME 
As previously discussed, thematic analysis is a systematic approach used to analyse 
data in the qualitative research process (Lapadat, 2010). It utilizes the system of 
coding text into recurrent themes, topics, relationships or similar passages in order to 
categorise them for later retrieval or theory-building (Lapadat, 2010). Owing to the 
qualitative nature of this study, thematic analysis and coding have been utilised in 
this section for the categorisation of recurrent themes. By doing so, the study 
highlights the recurrent experiences shared by the case participants and outlines the 
most commonly noted barriers that these women have experienced on their 
journeys. 
The coding frame system used in thematic analysis depicts how data is first 
summarised; then converted from text to numerical data for the purpose of analysis 
(Saldana, 2009). 
4.2.1. The thematic categorisation of the barriers implicated as inhibitors to 
the successful leadership of women in the corporate sector 
Listed below are the clusters of barriers that have been implicated in literature as 
inhibitors to the success of women leaders. Based on the tabulated barriers, the 
case participants reflect on their experiences with barriers during their tenure as 
women leaders in executive positions of the South African corporate sector. 
The barriers have been grouped into seven main themes that include:  
• work-life balance;  
• absent support systems;  
• group prejudice and conflict (consequences of shattering the glass ceiling); 
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• lack of recognition;  
• patriarchal perceptions, prejudice and stereotyping;  
• institutional bias; and  
• the glass ceiling hypothesis. 
4.2.1.1. Work-life balance and role conflict  
Work-life role conflict is a barrier that often comes up in the discussion of structural 
and contextual barriers to the success of career women. As previously discussed, 
this phenomenon refers to the conflict that individuals, usually women, experience 
when having to bear “the major responsibilities for domestic work and, where 
applicable, child care” (Kirmak, 2017; Sandberg, 2013; Wood, 2010). In addition to 
domestic responsibilities, women also manage and keep up with a demanding job or 
career, which may result in the conflict of finding a balance between the two worlds 
(Sandberg, 2013; Wood, 2010). This barrier is considered a main theme in this study 
as it further encompasses two sub-themes;  
• Work-life role conflict, and 
• Prioritising between work demands and life commitments. 
4.2.1.2. Absence of support systems  
The absence of support systems as a barrier particularly speaks to the lack of 
support that career women and/or women executive leaders experience while trying 
to find a balance between work and home-life. This lack of support may stem from 
family members who are unwilling to assist with domestic responsibilities, or peers 
and/or senior leaders who are unwilling to offer support or mentorship at the 
workplace.  
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Many women feel that they are not part of the power networks that exist in male 
dominated industries (O'Neil & Domingo, 2016; Wood, 2010). As such, women tend 
to feel overwhelmed by work demands or excluded from building powerful networks, 
particularly because these opportunities are usually reserved for men (O'Neil & 
Domingo, 2016). 
According to a report conducted by McKinsey and Company (Yee, et al., 2016), the 
idea that sponsorship and support are key to success, is recognised by both men 
and women. However, women report fewer substantive interactions with senior 
leadership than their male counterparts (Yee, et al., 2016). This reiterates the lack of 
access women have to the relevant support measures that are in place for men, thus 
impeding the success of women as compared to men working in the same industry.  
Furthermore, the presence of relevant support systems is considered imperative to 
the success of women in the workplace, to a point where it may be utilised as a 
measure against the barriers that undermine women’s executive leadership 
(Schipani, Dwoekin, Kwolek-Folland, & Maurer, 2008).  
Based on the above discussion, this barrier is further broken down into two sub-
themes that include: 
• lack of family support, and 
• Lack of access to senior leaders, mentorship and support from peers. 
4.2.1.3. Group prejudice and conflict 
Effective leadership is still viewed as a masculine characteristic where men are 
associated with success and achievement while women are stereotyped as non-
executive in characteristic because of the belief that women are subordinate and 
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lack the traits necessary to be effective leaders (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009). The 
stereotyping of women in corporations is perpetuated by the idea that women are 
less suitable for leadership, which results in them being overlooked when competing 
for executive managerial positions against men (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; Stead & 
Watson, 2009).  
Group prejudice and group conflict are considered as a main theme in this study as 
they further encompass the sub-themes that include: 
• Intergroup prejudice and stereotyping, and 
• Intragroup prejudice and conflict. 
Intergroup prejudice and stereotyping in the context of this study, stems from the 
phenomenon in which men hold the sexist perception that maintains that women do 
not belong in executive leadership, which often results in pushback when women are 
seen occupying executive positions. Intragroup prejudice and conflict on the 
otherhand, stem from the pushback and punishment that women receive from other 
woman, as a result of seeing a woman take on an executive role. These often 
present in the form of negative attitudes, undermining and/or disrespect that women 
executives receive from other women for having made it to executive leadership 
(Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). 
When women do take on leadership positions, they are often met with astonishment 
and disbelief, simply because this has not been the status quo. In some countries, 
gender represents status and therefore power differentials and gender inequalities 
between men and women are the status quo; thus when women begin taking on 
power-related roles, it is met with astonishment . Furthermore, this is attributed to the 
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fact that men have been satisfied with these power differentials; some might even 
strive to maintain them (Jonsen & Maznevski, 2010). As such, intergroup prejudice 
and conflict are considered a main theme in this study, because the occurrence of 
this barrier is implicated in a variety of literature relating to the glass ceiling 
hypothesis and gender differences in leadership.   
4.2.1.4. Lack of recognition 
The phenomenon of having to work twice as hard for half the recognition, if any, is 
commonly reported by women at the executive level of corporate sectors around the 
world (Rana & Gandhi, 2013). More and more women have had to prove themselves 
in the workplace, so that they may be seen as equal to their male counterparts. 
In a study conducted by McKinsey and Company in 2016, 35 women executives 
were interviewed on their experiences and lessons learned along their career 
journey to the top (Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). With regard to work ethic, 
they all reported to having developed and demonstrated a competitive ability to work 
hard and go beyond the call of duty because working in a male-dominated 
environment often lends itself to women having to work harder than men to keep 
their positions (Kirmak, 2017; Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016).  
A robust work ethic among women has become synonymous with having to prove 
their worth as well as working twice as hard as male counterparts from early in their 
careers (Kirmak, 2017; Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016).  
The idea that women have to work to prove themselves against their male 
counterparts is a recurring theme in the topic of the glass ceiling and the general 
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barriers that inhibit the careers of women. As such, it is considered a main theme in 
this study. 
4.2.1.5. Patriarchal perceptions, gender prejudice and stereotyping 
Patriarchal perceptions, gender prejudice and stereotyping are considered as a form 
of sexism that is informed by cultural values, social norms, traditions and/or religion 
(Adrian Hodges Advisory, 2017; Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2011; Shuvalova, 2010). 
Furthermore, it involves the prescribing of preconceived ideas about what men and 
women should be (Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2011).  
As a barrier to women executives in the workplace, gender discrimination manifests 
as social prejudice that goes against the authority of women as executive leaders, 
particularly because the traditional view of leadership involves mirroring the 
masculine model of leadership (Kirmak, 2017; Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 
2016). Therefore, when women occupy these roles, they are often met with 
resistance and scepticism about their effectiveness as executive leaders (Moodley, 
Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016).  
Consequently, patriarchal perceptions are considered as a main theme that is further 
includes gender prejudice and stereotypes as a sub-theme of this section. 
4.2.1.6. Institutional bias  
Across industries women remain underrepresented due to an array of reasons; 
institutional bias is implicated in this regard as a contributor because many industries 
and executive leadership positions are set up in ways that do not cater for the 
inclusion of women. This is implemented through the provision of opportunities that 
are reserved for men, thus perpetuating gender polarisation, the underrepresentation 
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of women and further shrinking the pipeline of talented women at varying levels of 
leadership (Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). 
Additionally, in a survey conducted by Moodley, Holt, Leke, and Desvaux (2016), it 
was noted that very few companies value and list gender diversity as one of their top 
priorities and as such, while many companies have indicated a commitment to 
improving gender diversity, particularly at the CEO and management level, the 
representation of women remains discouragingly low (Moodley, Holt, Leke, & 
Desvaux, 2016). 
According to Moodley, Holt, Leke and Desvaux (2016), “more women than men are 
penalised by the ‘anytime performance’ model” as they are more prone to face the 
burden of juggling high volumes of domestic responsibilities in addition to work 
demands. This manifests as an institutional bias-related barrier as women are often 
forced to settle for part-time work opportunities due to the double burden of the work-
life dilemma. Until organisations can find ways of improving flexi-time opportunities 
which allow women to take up higher positions in the workplace, men will continue to 
be at an advantage because the setup of the work life caters for the lifestyles of men 
who are able to work according to the “anytime performance” model (Moodley, Holt, 
Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). 
Institutional bias is included as a main theme in this study and is further categorised 
into two sub-themes namely, gender polarisation and institutional gender bias. 
Gender polarisation becomes a barrier when women are exposed to working in 
male-dominated work environments that affirm and cater to men over women, while 
institutional gender bias manifests as opportunities for growth and leadership being 
institutionally reserved for men (Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). These often 
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include opportunities for networking and mentorship that are catered or exclusively 
reserved and awarded to men (Moodley, Holt, Leke, & Desvaux, 2016). 
4.2.1.7. The glass ceiling hypothesis 
The glass ceiling hypothesis represents the invisible barrier that prevents women 
from reaching top positions in the workplace (Rana & Gandhi, 2013). However, not 
much is said about the experiences of women once they have penetrated the glass 
ceiling. Thus, the glass ceiling hypothesis is included as a theme in this study, to 
investigate whether these invisible barriers continue to exist once women reach 
executive leadership positions in organisations. 
As a main thematic theme in this study, the glass ceiling hypothesis is further sub-
divided into issues surrounding self-sabotage and the underrepresentation of women 
at the executive level, as well as the isolation of women at the executive level. It also 
investigates the possible existence of these issues beyond the glass ceiling in 
addition to describing the experience of these barriers. 
4.3. OVERVIEW OF THE CASE PARTICIPANTS CONSULTED IN THIS STUDY 
The case participants selected for this study consist of seven women executives who 
have shared their experiences with barriers to women’s leadership in the executive 
suite, and their experiences as they journeyed towards the positions they currently 
hold in the South African corporate sector. 
The executive women featured as case participants in this study have been collated 
in Table 1 below, along with details about each case including their name, position 
and company. 
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Table 1: Case list of South African women executives consulted in this study 
NO. NAME OF CASE POSITION COMPANY 
1. Phuti Mahanyele CEO and Executive 
Chairperson 
Sigma Capital 
2. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka Executive Director UN Women 
3. Maria Ramos CEO Absa Group Limited 
4. Dr Judy Dlamini Founder and Executive 
Chairperson 
Mbekani Group 
5. Wendy Appelbaum Chairperson De Morgenzon Estate 
6. Konji Sebati CEO Innovative 
Pharmaceutical 
Association of South 
Africa (IPASA) 
7. Nolulamo Gwagwa CEO Lereko Investment 
Proprietary Limited 
 
The case list of South African women executives has been selected on the basis of 
available information on their experiences. They have given public accounts of their 
experiences with barriers during the tenure in executive leadership in various 
corporate organisations.  
The relevant codes per theme and the respective sub-themes have been listed, as 
well as the respective descriptions (refer to Table 2). This frame illustrates how the 
recurrent themes expressed by each case have been labelled and categorised.  
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The coding frame in Table 2 is illustrated in table form to simplify all the theory that 
has been consulted in this study. It also serves as an example of how the data will 
be presented when applying the data collection technique. 
Table 2: Thematic categorisation of the recurrent barriers to women executives  
CODE SUB-THEME DESCRIPTION 
1. WORK-LIFE BALANCE 
1.1. Work-life role conflict Juggling between various roles and aspects of 
one’s life. Family roles (spouses, parenting, and/or 
other life roles) vs career/work and study 
demands. 
1.2. Prioritising between 
work demands and life 
commitments  
Prioritising life roles over career and study 
demands or vice versa at various stages of one’s 
life (often subsequently followed by guilt or regret 
from having chosen one of the other). 
2. ABSENT SUPPORT SYSTEMS 
2.1. Lack of family support Career women need an immense amount of 
support and assistance when juggling work and 
family life.  Often, women who lack a support 
system struggle to maintain executive positions 
without assistance at home. Women with support 
systems that help them manage home-life, often 
fair better at coping with career demands in 
conjunction with family roles. 
2.2. Lack of access to Lack of industry mentors or access to senior 
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senior leaders, 
mentorship and 
support from peers 
leaders in their organisation or within the field and 
lack of support from women executives (peers) – 
no fraternity or women’s network. 
3. GROUP PREJUDICE AND CONFLICT (CONSEQUENCES OF 
SHATTERING THE GLASS CEILING) 
3.1. Intergroup prejudice 
and stereotyping 
The phenomenon in which men hold the sexist 
perceptions that maintain that women do not 
belong in executive leadership, which often results 
in pushback when women are seen occupying 
executive positions. 
3.2. Intragroup prejudice 
and conflict 
The phenomenon in which people within the same 
gender, race or age group, push-back or punish 
the other for having made it in industry. Push-back 
may manifest in attitude, undermining or 
disrespect to the successful woman’s position, 
expertise and experience. 
4. LACK OF RECOGNITION 
4.1. Working twice as hard 
for half the recognition 
This phenomenon is characterised by the idea that 
women are required to work twice as hard in order 
to receive recognition (often get the bare minimum 
of what another demographic readily receives e.g. 
unequal pay). 
5. PATRIARCHAL PERCEPTIONS, GENDER PREJUDICE & 
STEREOTYPING 
5.1. Gender prejudice and Gender prejudice – women not taken seriously 
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stereotyping and the existence of the perception that women 
are less capable. 
6. INSTITUTIONAL BIAS 
6.1. Gender polarisation  Working in male-dominated corporate industries 
that affirm and cater for men over women as well 
as executive leadership that is populated with 
men. 
6.2. Institutional gender 
bias 
Opportunities reserved for men. 
7. THE GLASS CEILING HYPOTHESIS 
7.1. Self-sabotage Feeling discouraged to continue pursuing more; to 
avoid dealing with the glass ceiling and not being 
confident enough to take on more. 
7.2. The 
underrepresentation 
of women 
The poor representation of women at the 
executive level of corporate organisations. 
7.3. Isolation at the 
executive level 
Lack of sisterhood, support and mentorship for 
women at the top, as well as the absence of 
women peers at the executive level. 
 
4.4. APPLICATION OF DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUE 
This section provides a brief overview of the career backgrounds of the South 
African women executives reviewed in this study. It also details the various positions 
that these women have held in the South African corporate sector.  Followed by 
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commentary on the barriers that they have experienced during the course of their 
executive leadership. 
4.4.1. Case 1: Phuti Mahanyele 
Phuti Mahanyele is a successful South African businesswoman and executive who 
has made a name for herself in the corporate sector. She has held four leadership 
positions in financial institutions in South Africa and abroad, one of which was the 
position of Vice President of Fieldstone in New York (Afolayan, 2015; Dlamini, 2016). 
She is the current CEO and Executive Chairman of the investment holding firm, 
Sigma Capital, and former CEO of the Shanduka Group, a BEE investment company 
carrying a net asset value of R9 billion at the end of her tenure (Dlamini, 2016).  
According to the Financial Mail (2016, p. 31), Mahanyele’s accolades over the years 
include Forbes Woman Africa Business Woman of the Year in 2014, Leading African 
Woman in Business in 2012, Rutgers Vision of Excellence Award in 2011, Top 59 
women in the world to watch in 2008 by the Wall Street Journal, Most Influential 
Woman in Government and Business by Financial Services in 2009, World 
Economic Forum Global Young Leader in 2007 and Associate of Black Securities 
and Investment Professionals Top Economist in Project Finance winner in 2003 
(Financial Mail, 2016, p. 31). Her qualifications include a BA (Economics) from 
Rutgers University in the USA and an MBA from De Montfort University in the UK 
through distance learning (Dlamini, 2016; Financial Mail, 2016). 
Mahanyele is a firm believer in the idea that the underrepresentation of women in the 
boardroom of major businesses in the private sector is a social injustice, furthermore, 
the representation of women should be an economic and business imperative 
(Afolayan, 2015). 
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Collated in Table 3 below are her accounts with gender-based barriers to her 
executive leadership in her career as shared in interviews written in Dlamini (2016), 
as well as interviews with Mosaka (Mahanyele, Phuti Mahanyele, on sacrifice and 
being an aspiring entrepreneur, 2015) and Culverwell (Mahanyele, Episode 4: The 
Phuti Mahanyele leadership journey, 2015). 
Table 3: Commentary sourced from Phuti Mahanyele 
Thematic 
Code 
Sub-theme Description of personal experience with 
barriers experienced as an executive woman 
leader 
2.2. Lack of access to 
senior leaders, 
mentorship and 
support from peers 
“I approached the black woman senior 
partner… she was on the phone and I 
approached her with a big smile. She waved me 
away in a very hostile manner. I waited until she 
had finished. When I walked in, I could sense 
that she was ice cold, I walked out of there very 
disappointed. And I knew my support wasn’t 
going to come from there.”  
“It reinforces the sentiment of most black 
participants in the study that white women are 
not seen as allies.” 
“I looked up to the two women in the firm. They 
were very hard, with poor people skills and they 
were very disrespectful. I picked up those 
traits.” 
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 “After approaching the black woman senior 
partner, Phuti did not attempt to approach the 
white woman senior partner.” (Dlamini 2016, p. 
95). 
5.1. Gender prejudice 
and stereotyping 
“The problem is that people think you are there 
because you are part of a quota.” 
“Phuti was adamant that because women get 
stuck at junior manager level, quotas for women 
have to be set by government.” 
“Once I was representing a firm where I was 
working at the time, we had a meeting with 
Bank A. There were three Afrikaner males on 
the other side of the table. When the meeting 
started they asked, ‘When will your people 
come?’ I said, ‘No, it’s just me... They replied, 
‘No, you don’t understand, we are discussing 
the model today. Where is your boss?’ When I 
told them that I worked on the model, they 
cancelled the meeting. I always felt race, but 
over the years, gender also started playing a 
role.” 
Sourced from Dlamini (2016, p. 95-96). 
6.1. Gender polarisation “When you are a minority you become very 
visible in an organisation. This leads to cautious 
behaviour in everything you do; you don’t want 
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to be labelled a feminist, and your own position 
is not secure. However, the individuals in the 
dominant group don’t feel threatened. They are 
not subjected to scrutiny.” 
“All the senior partners were white males, apart 
from one black and one white woman.”  
Sourced from (Dlamini, 2016, p. 95). 
7.2. The 
underrepresentation 
of women 
“After a year, I was transferred to the 
Johannesburg office, where I was the only black 
and the only woman…” (Dlamini, 2016, p. 95) 
“Looking at boards, there really hasn’t been that 
much of a change, we still have few women and 
there’s still few black people on major boards. 
That is something we still need to see 
significant change on”  
Sourced from (Mahanyele, 2015). 
74 
 
 
 
7.3. Isolation at the 
executive level 
“All the senior partners were white males, apart 
from one of black and one white woman.” 
“After a year, I was transferred to the 
Johannesburg office, where I was the only black 
and the only woman…” (Dlamini 2016, p. 95) 
“I remember going to this one female executive 
and she was black, so I thought well let me go 
to her office. She was the only black female 
executive in the company, so I went and 
knocked on her door and she was busy on the 
phone, then she let me in. So, I went in very 
enthusiastically and introduced myself, told her I 
was from Africa and she kind of looked at me 
like ‘what was I doing there, in her office’ and I 
said “I just came to introduce myself and find 
out what I could do and help and assist…’ and 
she looked at me and said, “you’re with the 
interns right, don’t you have someone that you 
report to?’ And she kind of made it clear that 
she was busy.” (Mahanyele, 2015). 
 
Phuti Mahanyele has been a very vocal about her experiences as a South African 
woman in leadership. The above accounts are but a window in to the well lived life of 
this businesswoman. In an array of interviews, she discusses the issue of the 
underrepresentation of women in the corporate sector, an issue she has experienced 
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firsthand (Mahanyele, Episode 4: The Phuti Mahanyele leadership journey, 2015; 
Mahanyele, Women in Senior Leadership, 2017). The barriers she’s experienced, as 
outlined in this study include the lack of willing mentorship, gender prejudice and 
stereotyping, gender polarisation and isolation at the top (the executive level). Her 
experiences illustrate how women are often not taken seriously in the boardroom 
and the perception that women are inferior to men when it comes to corporate 
leadership. Regardless of these experiences, Phuti Mahanyele continues to thrive 
and build a name for herself as an executive in the South African corporate sector. 
4.4.2. Case 2: Dr Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka 
Dr Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka is a South African politician, former Deputy President of 
South Africa from 2005 to 2008, and United Nations Official, serving as the Executive 
Director of UN Women with the rank of Under-Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, sworn into office in August 2013 (Malefane, 2018; UN Women, n.d.). 
Mlambo-Ngcuka’s work at UN Women is focused on advocating and advancing the 
agenda of women and gender equality and includes the driving of empowerment 
projects for women around the world (Malefane, 2018). Furthermore, she has been 
influential in causes against discriminatory laws against women, unequal pay, unpaid 
care work and violence against women, to name a few (Malefane, 2018). 
Her qualifications include a BA in Social Science and Education at the University of 
Lesotho, an MA in Education Planning and Management at the University of Cape 
Town, an honorary doctorate in Social Sciences from Fort Hare (UN Women). She 
has recently completed her PhD on education and technology at the University of 
Warwick in the United Kingdom (UN Women). 
76 
 
 
 
In Table 4 below, Mlambo-Ngcuka speaks on her experiences as a career woman, 
balancing her work and her family life as shared with Dr Judy Dlamini in her book, 
“Equal but Different’ (Dlamini, 2016). 
Table 4: Commentary sourced from Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka 
Thematic 
Code 
Sub-theme Description of personal experience with 
barriers experienced as an executive 
woman leader 
1.1. Work-life role 
conflict 
“Balancing work and family… I didn’t do that 
well. I wish my work did not take me away as 
much as it did from my son, Luyolo. I am 
thankful that my husband supported me, so did 
my siblings and my parents by just being 
there, always – from baby-sitting to providing a 
home base that has kept my feet on the 
ground.” (Dlamini, 2016). 
1.2. Prioritising 
between work 
demands and life 
roles 
“There is a price to pay for not being a hands-
on parent. I always tell young people to never 
put their family second. No cause is that 
important. Capture memorable moments with 
family. Fight to be accepted as a worker and a 
mother and a wife in your workplace.” 
(Dlamini, 2016) 
 
As an advocate for women, Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, she has experienced 
firsthand how women are set back because of their gender. In her accounts, she has 
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shared insight into how she has struggled to find the balance between juggling life 
roles and work demands - a common barrier that career women encounter in some 
way or other. These barriers are further deepened by having to compete with male 
counterparts who either don’t experience these issues at all or experience them at a 
far lesser scale. 
4.4.3.  Case 3: Maria Ramos 
Maria Ramos is a successful women executive in finance. She currently holds the 
position of CEO of South Africa’s second largest bank, Absa Group Limited (formerly 
Barclays Africa), where she has been at the helm since 2009 (Dlamini, 2016; 
Gleason, Nkomo & De Jongh, 2011). Prior to this, Ramos was successfully steering 
the ship at Transnet Limited, a parastatal organisation in the industrial engineering 
environment (Gleason, Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). During her tenure as CEO, she 
transformed what was an underperforming, inefficient and unprofitable organisation 
to a repositioned organisation that was now returning a profit of R2,1 bn (Gleason, 
Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). Prior to her joining Transnet in 2003, the organisation 
was at the brink of collapse, underperforming financially and operationally, running at 
a R6 billion loss (Gleason, Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). After her success there, she 
joined Absa Group Limited as “the first woman chief executive of a major South 
African banking group” (Henderson, 2018). She has been recognised in the Top 50 
most powerful women based outside the United States by Fortune magazine in 2016 
(Chetty, 2010; Ramos, 2016). 
Ramos has also successfully served as Director-General of the National Treasury 
(formerly the Department of Finance) from 1996 to 2003. Here, she played a key role 
in transitioning the office into an effective post-apartheid administration (Gleason, 
Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). 
78 
 
 
 
Although born in Portugal, Ramos considers herself a South African, simply because 
South Africa is the only home she has known (Gleason, Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). 
Her family immigrated to South Africa when she was at the tender age of six and 
now considers Portugal a place of descendance rather than home (Gleason, Nkomo, 
& De Jongh, 2011). 
She has received many accolades and recognition for her work as a woman 
executive in both the private and public sector, as well as recognition for her activism 
for women and gender barriers (Chetty, 2010; Dlamini, 2016). 
In Table 5 below her experiences with gender barriers against women in the 
executive suite have been collated from her interviews with Dlamini (2016) and 
Gleason (2011). 
Table 5: Commentary sourced from Maria Ramos 
Thematic 
Code 
Sub-theme Description of personal experience with 
barriers experienced as an executive woman 
leader 
1.1. Work-life role 
conflict 
“It is especially tough for young women with a 
young family. We hire competent young people 
and we put huge pressure on them. That worries 
me, I often wonder how we can make the work 
load more forgiving” (Dlamini, 2016). 
5.1. Gender prejudice 
and stereotyping  
“When I went back to ABSA I found myself in an 
environment where, publicly, the questions I have 
had to answer are whether I understand anything 
about banking, whether I understand the 
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language” (Gleason, Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). 
“It kind of talks to that entire understanding of 
people’s perceptions about what leadership is 
about and I could very well ask whether or not 
somebody would ask the same questions about a 
senior male executive plucked out of a different 
environment to head up a financial institution” 
(Gleason, Nkomo, & De Jongh, 2011). 
6.2. Institutional 
gender bias 
“I think there is a great deal of unconscious bias, 
in society, in the world of work in particular, in 
financial services especially. It is very male 
dominated” (Dlamini, 2016).  
“When she finished school, there was no money 
for her to go to university. So, she got a job as a 
clerk at Barclays National Bank to pay for her 
studies. There she heard about a men-only 
scholarship offered by the bank. She fought this, 
and in 1983 won the Barclays Bank Graduate 
Scholarship that paid for her first degree, a BCom 
at the University of Witwatersrand” (Dlamini, 
2016).  
“In the financial services sector there is a level 
that seems to be reserved for a particular gender. 
This is silly. This sector employs many women up 
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to middle management” (Dlamini, 2016).  
“In my worst moments I get irritated, because 
gender has nothing to do with it. I then go back to 
my roots and say ‘I’m not going to let you win.’ All 
my life I have fought these battles” (Dlamini, 
2016). 
7.1. Self-sabotage “It is important to consider what role women 
should play in shattering the glass ceiling. Often 
women themselves walk away from the 
challenge. We often do not feel confident enough 
to put our hands up” (Gleason, Nkomo, & De 
Jongh, 2011). 
 
In summary, Ramos’s experiences are especially influenced by the financial sector in 
which she works that is historically male dominated. As such, the experiences that 
she sheds light on include gender prejudice, gender stereotyping and institutional 
bias by way of catering or reserving opportunities to men. She further speaks on the 
burden of work-life role conflict that particularly affects more women than men, 
where women are often expected to compete against men who have the added 
advantage of fewer domestic responsibilities, resulting in an unfair performance 
playing field.  
4.4.4. Case 4: Dr Judy Dlamini  
Dr Judy Dlamini is a trained South African medical doctor who ventured into the 
corporate business sector as a second career after obtaining an MBA from Wits 
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University (Dlamini, 2016). Dlamini thereafter went onto obtain her Doctorate in 
Business Leadership, where her research was centered on intersectional race, 
gender and social class issues experienced by successful South African women 
leaders in business (Dlamini, 2016). In addition to her multiple degrees flowing from 
medicine through to business, Dlamini has had the pleasure of studying at Stanford 
University, where she obtained an Innovation and Entrepreneurship certificate (Wits 
University, 2018). 
In business, Dlamini is the founder and executive chairperson of the Mbekani Group, 
a South African investment company, holding investments in different sectors of the 
economy (Dlamini, 2016; Wits University, 2018).  
Dlamini is also recognised as an accomplished business leader, having founded the 
Sifiso Learning Group, a holding company for Future Nation Schools (Govender, 
2018). In addition to her careers in medicine and business, Dlamini is also the author 
of “Equal but Different”, a book based on her rigorous Doctoral research study that 
earned Dlamini her doctoral degree (Govender, 2018). Dlamini’s most recent 
achievement has been her election into chancellorship at Wits University (Govender, 
2018; Wits University, 2018).  
Below in Table 6, her personal accounts of obstacles she has encountered as a 
South African career and businesswoman have been collated. 
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Table 6: Commentary sourced from Dr Judy Dlamini 
Thematic 
Code 
Sub-theme Description of personal experience with 
barriers experienced as an executive woman 
leader 
1.1. Work-life role 
conflict 
“When I qualified our son was eighteen months 
old. Though general practice was hard work, I 
was home every night, which was important for 
my family. That was the start of a balancing act” 
(Dlamini, 2016). 
6.1. Gender polarisation “I did very well as a medical practitioner. A good 
relationship with my patients made it an 
emotionally fulfilling job. It was also financially 
rewarding. I took a salary knock when I joined 
HSBC, but the opportunity was worth it. I had 
much to learn, including having a boss, especially 
one who was younger than me. There was one 
other woman, a white woman, in another team 
who was much younger than me. She completely 
ignored me when I greeted her. She would come 
and chat to my team members and treat me as 
part of the furniture. This taught me that there 
was no sisterhood across race” (Dlamini, 2016). 
7.2. The 
underrepresentation 
of women  
There was one other woman, a white woman, in 
another team who was much younger than me. 
She completely ignored me when I greeted her. 
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She would come and chat to my team members 
and treat me as part of the furniture. This taught 
me that there was no sisterhood across race” 
(Dlamini, 2016). 
7.3. Isolation at the 
executive level 
“There was one other woman, a white woman, in 
another team who was much younger than me. 
She completely ignored me when I greeted her. 
She would come and chat to my team members 
and treat me as part of the furniture. This taught 
me that there was no sisterhood across race” 
(Dlamini, 2016) 
 
In summary, Dlamini implicates a wide variety of barriers that she has encountered 
throughout the course of her career. Her journey spans across the disciplines of 
medicine, investment banking and business. Across these disciplines and in varying 
capacities she has experienced the privilege that men experience over women. 
Stemming from work-life role conflict to the underrepresentation of women at the 
executive level, Dlamini has shared her experiences on how she has been on the 
receiving end of these barriers. 
4.4.5. Case 5: Wendy Appelbaum 
Wendy Appelbaum is a South African businesswoman, recently recognised by 
Forbes Africa as one of the richest women in Africa (Bishop, 2017). She has held 
various executive, directorship and trusteeship positions in organisations across 
South Africa and abroad (De Morgenzon, 2017).  Appelbaum currently chairs De 
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Morgenzon Estate, a wine farm and agricultural business in Stellenbosch 
(International Women's Forum South Africa, 2018).  
She is a trustee of the Donald Gordon Foundation that was established by her father 
and has since become one of the largest private charitable foundations in Africa 
(Bishop, 2017; De Morgenzon, 2017). “The foundation oversees the running of the 
Donald Gordon Medical Center”, a postgraduate hospital of the University of 
Witwatersrand; as well as the Wendy Appelbaum Institute of Women’s Health 
(Bishop, 2017, p. 180; De Morgenzon, 2017).  
Her personal experiences with gender-based barriers in her capacity as an executive 
leader have been summarised below in Table 7. 
Table 7: Commentary sourced from Wendy Appelbaum 
Thematic 
Code 
Sub-theme Description of personal experience with 
barriers experienced as an executive woman 
leader 
3.1. Intergroup 
prejudice and 
stereotyping 
“I never saw him put a woman in an important 
position, ever. It frustrated me. My father’s 
condescending attitude was an eye-opener that 
led me to become a feminist” (Bishop, 2017). 
5.1. Gender prejudice 
and stereotyping 
Appelbaum discussing her first executive position, 
working for her father at Liberty. 
“In my first Liberty meeting, I piped up with some 
questions. My father kept a poker face but, when 
the meeting was over, he pulled me aside and 
told me that he never wanted to hear me question 
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him in the boardroom again. He was a sexist. 
Aside from myself, he had never appointed a 
woman to a management position. He also called 
businesswomen who didn’t say much ‘very 
clever’” (Appelbaum, 2015; Bishop, 2017). 
 
Appelbaum mentions intergroup prejudice and gender prejudice and stereotyping as 
part of her experience with barriers. These experiences have spanned from early in 
her career, beginning with her first top leadership under her father who she opines to 
be sexist in his approach to business. Fueled by her experiences with these barriers, 
she uses her influence to create opportunities for other women to forge paths for 
success (Bishop, 2017). 
4.4.6. Case 6: Dr Konji Sebati 
Dr Konji Sebati is a respected South African businesswoman and the current CEO of 
IPASA, the Innovative Pharmaceutical Association of South Africa 
(PharmaBoardroom, 2015). She has previously served as the Director at the 
Department of Traditional Knowledge and Global Challenges, an ambassador in 
Switzerland, Liechtenstein, the Vatican, and thereafter to France/UNESCO 
(Innovative Pharmaceutical Association of South Africa, 2017; Sebati, 2009). 
In addition to her executive and ambassadorial portfolio, Sebati is a trained medical 
practitioner, with a Bachelor of Science degree from the University of the North, now 
known as the University of Limpopo. She holds a MBChB from the University of 
Nairobi/ Kenyatta Hospital (IPASA, 2017). Her other qualifications include a diploma 
in Child Health, all of which have allowed her to apply her medical knowledge, 
training and experience to business ends (IPASA, 2017).  
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As referred in Table 8, Sebati gives an account of her experiences with gender 
discrimination as discussed in “Defining Moments” (Luhabe, 2005). 
Table 8: Commentary sourced from Konji Sebati 
Thematic 
Code 
Sub-theme Description of personal experience with 
barriers experienced as an executive woman 
leader 
4.1. Working twice as 
hard for half the 
recognition 
Speaking on her experiences of racism and 
gender discrimination when she became a 
medical manager at a pharmaceutical company 
where many of her internal clients refused to 
acknowledge her position and experience. 
“I realized the truth that as a black woman I 
needed to put in ‘twice the effort for half the 
recognition’. I was not surprised, as I understood 
the behaviour to be the legacy of apartheid. I 
learnt that confronting the issues head-on was the 
best way to bring them to the open and to 
conclusion. I continue to deal with them in that 
way today” (Luhabe, 2005, p. 32) 
6.1. Gender polarisation “When I come to work, I feel like I am entering a 
‘battle field’. I have accepted that I have to fight 
this ‘constant battle’, because I do everything for 
the customer. I occasionally get angry, but my 
attitude is that my colleagues need to grow up. I 
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believe that emotions cloud issue. I was not 
surprised because I had realized that as a black 
woman I would not be welcome in a 
predominantly white, male domain.” (Luhabe, 
2005, p. 33) 
7.3. Isolation at the top “I joined a major transport company as executive 
manager of marketing in 1997. The current CEO 
was beholden to white people who made up the 
rest of the executive team. I received no support 
from the CEO and white colleagues for my 
initiatives” (Luhabe, 2005, p. 32) 
 
Sebati’s experiences with barriers include the phenomenon in which women are 
expected to put in twice the work than men, for half the recognition. Particularly 
because she has worked in environments where men dominated the industry, which 
is a barrier in itself as in these instances, women’s contributions are often 
overlooked. Owing to gender polarisation, Sebati also gives accounts on her 
experience with the barrier of experiencing isolation at the executive level. 
4.4.7. Case 7: Dr Nolulamo Gwagwa 
Dr Nolulamo “Lulu” Gwagwa currently holds the position of CEO of Lereko 
Investment Proprietary Limited, a private equity firm that specializes in investments 
in buyouts (Massmart, n.d.). She has also served as the CEO of Independent 
Development Trust in addition to a five-year term in the public sector as Director 
General in the National Department of Public Works (Sun International, 2018).  
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She has served on various government commissions and holds non-executive 
directorships, among others, in FirstRand, Massmart, Ethics Institute of South Africa 
and Sun International, in addition to a chairmanship at Tsebo Outsourcing (Dlamini, 
2016; Sun International, 2018). 
Refer to Table 9 below for a collation of Nolulamo Gwagwa’s commentary on her 
experiences with barriers against women’s leadership in the workplace. 
Table 9: Commentary sourced from Nolulamo Gwagwa 
Thematic 
Code 
Sub-theme Description of personal experience with 
barriers experienced as an executive woman 
leader 
3.2. Intragroup prejudice 
and stereotyping 
Though she had the technical skills, other blacks 
did not believe that she could do the job. Her 
gender, age and race did not inspire confidence 
from her superiors.” (Dlamini, 2016, p. 108) 
5.1. Gender prejudice 
and stereotyping 
“After graduating with a master’s, I got a job in the 
Transkei where I established a planning unit. I had 
to deal with gender and generational issues. We 
were all black, but the department consisted 
mainly of men, older men. The deputy head of the 
department called me ‘makoti’ (daughter in-law). 
There was a sense that I could not do the work in 
spite of my technical skills. They outsourced the 
work to white consultants” (Dlamini, 2016, p. 108). 
7.2. Underrepresentation “In another phase of Lulu’s life as a career woman 
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of women  she encountered the intersection of race, gender 
and age. In her first job, before doing her second 
master’s degree, she worked as an infrastructure 
official in a rural part of the Eastern Cape where 
her colleagues were all black, but mostly older 
men.  
 
In summary, the seventh and final case participant, Dr Gwagwa implicates three sub-
thematic barriers that she has encountered in her career. These include the 
experience of intragroup prejudice and stereotyping, gender prejudice and 
stereotyping in addition to experience the degree to which women are 
underrepresented at executive levels of leadership. She attributes her encounters to 
the patriarchal perceptions that are prescribed by native black culture that is founded 
on the idea that men are superior to women (Dlamini, 2016). 
4.5. SUMMARY OF COLLECTED DATA 
The insight gained from the data collected in this chapter shows that out of the seven 
themes presented, one presented with the highest barrier experienced by the case 
participants, while three themes presented with a tie for the second-highest barriers 
experienced. Furthermore, one theme was not reported by any of the consulted case 
participants. 
The top four themes are as follows: 
• Patriarchal perceptions: relating to the experience of gender prejudice and 
stereotyping (mentioned by four case participants); 
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• Institutional bias: relating to gender polarisation pertaining to men (mentioned 
by three case participants); 
• The glass ceiling hypothesis: relating to isolation at the executive level 
(mentioned by three case participants); 
• The glass ceiling hypothesis: relating to the underrepresentation of women at 
the executive level (mentioned by three case participants); 
• Work-life balance: relating to the work-life role conflict career women 
experience (mentioned by three case participants). 
The theme that was not mentioned by any of the case participants was: Absent 
support systems which relates to the sub-theme of ‘lacking in family support’. 
The above findings have been summarised based on the data collected in this 
chapter. However more detail on these findings has been provided in the following 
chapter.  
4.6. CHAPTER SUMMARY 
The data collected in this chapter describes the barriers that the selected case 
participants have experienced during their tenure as women executives in various 
corporate industries of South Africa. The experiences of the seven case participants 
has been collated and analysed in Chapter 5. The data collected is limited to the 
experiences of the selected case participants and is based on accounts given by the 
above case participants sourced from a variety of sources, all of which are 
accessible to the public.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
FINDINGS AND RESULTS 
5. CHAPTER PREVIEW 
The findings and results of this study are derived from the experiences shared by the 
case participants in the previous chapter.  
The findings and results discussed in this chapter have also been presented using 
diagrammatic representations detailing the frequency at which each of the identified 
barriers has occurred, as well as an overview of the barriers identified in this study in 
contrast to what is presented in literature. 
5.1. DATA COLLECTION RESULTS 
The information tabulated in Table 10 below results from the data collected from the 
seven case participants selected for this study. It reflects the number of case 
participants that have been affected by a specific barrier. As such, the following 
information is limited to the experiences of the case participants that have been 
included in this study. It is not a reflection of the degree to which a barrier occurs for 
the general population of South African women executive in the corporate sector. 
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Table 10: Thematic presentation of findings 
NO. MAIN THEMES SUB-THEMES NO. OF 
SIMILAR 
RESPONSES 
TOTAL 
1. Work-life balance Work-life balance 3 7 
Prioritising between 
life roles and work 
demands 
1 7 
2. Absent support systems Lack of family 
support 
0 7 
Lack of access to 
senior leaders, 
mentorship and 
support from peers 
1 7 
3. Group prejudice and 
conflict (consequences 
of shattering the glass 
ceiling) 
Intergroup prejudice 
and conflict 
1 7 
Intragroup prejudice 
and conflict 
1 7 
4. Lack of recognition Working twice as 
hard for half the 
recognition 
1 7 
5. Patriarchal perceptions, 
prejudice and 
stereotyping 
 
Gender prejudice 
and stereotyping 
4 7 
93 
 
 
 
NO. MAIN THEMES SUB-THEMES NO. OF 
SIMILAR 
RESPONSES 
TOTAL 
6. Institutional bias Gender polarisation 
(male-dominated 
industries) 
3 7 
Institutional gender 
bias 
1 7 
7. The glass ceiling 
hypothesis 
Self-sabotage 1 7 
Underrepresentation 
of women  
3 7 
Isolation at the top 3 7 
The results collated in Table 10 above are limited to the experiences of the 
subjects consulted this study. 
 
Table 10 illustrates that three out of seven case participants have experienced 
barriers related to the balancing of various life roles in addition to work demands. 
One out of seven case participants has experienced the barrier related to prioritising 
or alternating priorities between work demands and life roles. None of the seven 
case participants has experienced the barrier related to having no family support to 
assist in balancing various life and work demands. One of the seven case 
participants has experienced the barrier related to being denied or having no access 
to senior leaders, mentorship and support from peers, nor the willingness to assist in 
her progress as an executive. One out of the seven case participants has 
experienced inter-group prejudice where men have been disbelieving of the ability of 
women to fulfil their leadership role based on gender. And another of the seven case 
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participants experienced the barrier related to intra-group prejudice where another 
woman has been unreceptive to the leadership of a woman executive. 
Furthermore, one out of the seven case participants has experienced barriers related 
to having to work twice as hard only to receive little to no credit as compared to a 
male counterpart that receives recognition for putting in half the effort. Four out of the 
seven case participants have experienced the barrier related to their executive 
leadership due to the patriarchal perception that maintains that women perform at a 
lesser scale than men. Three out of seven case participants have experienced the 
barrier related to gender polarisation where they have been in a position of 
leadership in a male-dominated industry. One out of the seven case participants 
reported that she has experienced institutional gender bias, where women were 
institutionally excluded from certain opportunities, simply because they were 
reserved for men. 
The following barriers are the result of the glass ceiling hypothesis. One out of the 
seven case participants has reported to have experienced and witnessed the barrier 
related to self-sabotage where an opportunity has almost been missed because of 
the belief that chasing a particular position because it has been reserved for men in 
the past would be too much trouble to attain, as a woman. Three out of the seven 
case participants report to have experienced being part of an executive that has 
women sorely underrepresented, where they have been the only or one of very few 
women in the leadership seats. While three out of the seven case participants stated 
that they had experienced the barrier related to feeling isolated at the executive 
level. 
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Figure 5.1. Barriers identified in this study 
 
In summary, Figure 5.1. indicates the number of times that each barrier listed on the 
left, has been mentioned by the several case participants consulted in this study. 
The listed barriers reflect the thematic coding frame that was formulated from the 
clusters of barriers to women executive leadership mentioned in the literature 
consulted in this study.  
The listed barriers begin with the degree to which isolation at the executive level has 
been experienced by women executives consulted in this study. A total of three out 
of the seven case participants mention an experience related to isolation at the 
executive level. Three out of seven case participants mention the experience of 
being underrepresented as a woman executive, while one out of the seven case 
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participants mentioned an experience with self-sabotage and institutional gender 
bias. Three out of the seven case participants consulted mention the experience of 
gender polarisation at the executive level, while four out of the seven case 
participants mention the experience of patriarchal perceptions, gender prejudice and 
stereotyping. One out of the seven case participants mentioned the experience of 
lack of recognition and another one gave mention of an experience related to intra-
group prejudice. Additionally, another one out of the seven case participants 
consulted, mentioned an experience related to inter-group prejudice as an 
experienced barrier. The experience of the lack of mentorship opportunities that exist 
to women executives is mentioned by one of the case participants. Finally, the 
experience of juggling between multiple life roles and work demands is mentioned by 
three out of the seven case participants consulted in this study. 
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Figure 5.2. Overview of the barriers identified in the literature and by the case 
participants of this study 
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In summary, Figure 5.2 illustrates the phenomenon of barriers to women’s executive 
leadership and how it has been thematically categorised in this study. The two main 
overarching headings, psychosocial and organisational barriers, are illustrated on the 
first column on the left. The middle column represents all the barriers that have been 
identified in the literature / theory consulted in this study, while the final column on 
the right represents the barriers that have been mentioned or implicated by the case 
participants as barriers that they have experienced as women executives. 
As stated in literature, the social and culturally influenced perceptions are informed 
by social norms and cultural beliefs that inform prejudices and stereotypes about 
gender norms (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kiser, 2015). In this study self-sabotage was 
identified by the case participants and it can be considered as a by-product of 
gender norms because people often self-sabotage or disqualify themselves from 
opportunities because they assume that they will not fit the role because it is male 
dominated. 
Gender prejudice and stereotyping has been discussed at length in this study, it 
involves having preconceived ideas or beliefs about people based on their social 
group (Kassin, Fein, & Markus, 2011). In this study, intergroup prejudice and 
stereotyping speaks to the prejudging of women as ineffective incumbents for 
executive leadership because those roles have traditionally occupied by men. 
Intragroup prejudice and conflict was considered based on people within the same 
social groups being skeptical about the abilities of a fellow. Such as women 
punishing other women for occupying executive roles and having little to no faith that 
they will successfully fulfill that role. 
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Work-life balance and the conflict that arises from juggling multiple family and career 
roles is a phenomenon that appears in both the literature as well as the data 
collected in this study. However, it is no surprise as it is a common topic in the 
discussion of barriers against career women in the workplace because women often 
carry the burden of having equally demanding career and family responsibilities 
while men have fewer domestic responsibilities (Elmuti, Jia, & Davis, 2009; 
Sandberg, 2013). 
Institutional bias pertaining to women in the workplace is presented in literature as 
the systematic exclusion of women. In this study, it is further divided into four sub-
themes that are affected by organisational practices and cultures that cater to men. 
These include the underrepresentation and isolation of women at the executive level, 
institutional bias against women executives for having feminine leadership styles as 
well as lack of recognition wherein woman are expected to work twice as harder than 
for half the recognition. Consequently, this leads to the male gender polarisation of 
men, particularly at the executive level. In an institutionally biased organisation, it 
becomes easy to create a culture that rewards and reserves opportunities to men, 
thus leading to gender polarised executives. 
Interestingly, the existing literature that was tailored around the barriers to women’s 
advancement has mirrored the responses and identified barriers that exist for women 
that have penetrated the glass ceiling as incumbents of executive positions in the 
corporate sector. This suggests that the barriers faced by women at lower levels of 
management, continue to plague women at the executive level. 
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5.2. CONSOLIDATED RESULTS 
Considering the barriers that have been identified in literature as contributors to the 
significant underrepresentation of women, these include concepts such as the glass 
ceiling, gender prejudice and stereotypes, gendered perceptions and attitude, 
gender polarisation, work-life role conflict and institutional bias to name a few 
(Kirmak, 2017; (Rana & Gandhi, 2013; Sandberg, 2013; Shuvalova, 2010). As seen 
in Figure 5.3. many of these barriers continue to exist at the executive level and have 
been implicated in the shared experiences of women executives that have been 
included in this study, while other barriers were further implicated as triggers for the 
manifestation of further experiences of gender inequality. 
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Figure 5.3. Relationship between the barriers and the outcome  
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In summary, Figure 5.3. illustrates relationship between the identified psychosocial 
and organisational barriers that have been identified by the case participants as 
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how psychosocial and organisational barriers equally contribute to the status quo in 
the corporate sector. 
The psychosocial and organisational barriers that have been highlighted in this study 
are described in literature as phenomena that occur as a result of cultural and social 
expectations about gender roles (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007). Often, these barriers are 
informed by patriarchal perceptions that marginalise women in their personal and 
occupational lives (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Shuvalova, 2010). More specifically, the 
experience of psychosocial are often experienced as a result of societal norms, while 
organisational barriers result from organisational cultures that perpetuate the 
marginalisation of women (Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kiser, 2015). 
5.3. CHAPTER SUMMARY 
The data explains the extent to which certain barriers to the successful leadership of 
women executives have been implicated. Or rather, how many of the selected case 
samples of this study, have experienced a barrier during their tenure of executive 
leadership in the South African corporate sector. The data gathering and collection 
methods discussed in Chapter 5 have been utilised and applied by the researcher. 
The selection of seven case participants is considered satisfactory as this study 
takes on the qualitative approach while applying case study methodology that 
reviews data with the purpose of gaining understanding of individual experiences. 
The findings will be discussed in Chapter 6, following the above data analysis and 
interpretation of the barriers that have been implicated by the case participants 
featured in this study. Interpretations will be further linked to the theoretical 
frameworks presented in Chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER SIX  
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
6.1. CHAPTER PREVIEW 
The concluding remarks and recommendations provided in this chapter are based on 
the findings previously discussed in chapter 5. In order to provide context to the 
conclusion that has been reached, this chapter begins with a brief reexamination of 
the purpose and significance of this study. Thereafter, the value and limitations of the 
study are discussed. Additionally, the findings of this study are also briefly discussed 
to inform the subsequent recommendations and concluding remarks presented.  
6.2. RE-EXAMINING THE PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of the study was to identify and describe the barriers that exist for 
women executives in the South African corporate sector. The investigative and 
descriptive nature of the study was reflected in the use of career development 
theory, as well as literature on gender inequality, the glass ceiling hypothesis, and 
psychosocial and organisational barriers to career women. These concepts were 
collaboratively used and applied with great depth and accuracy, to this multiple case 
study.  
The shared experiences of several South African women executives were consulted 
and compared to existing literature on barriers to the executive leadership of women 
in order to get an idea of the barriers that may exist beyond the glass ceiling, thus 
creating new knowledge with respect to the barriers that women experience in their 
careers as executive leaders in the corporate sector. 
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6.3. VALUE OF THE STUDY 
The case study approach was used in this study to develop the theories around 
gender inequality and barriers against women. 
Case studies allow researchers to explore phenomena on a deeper level regardless 
of the ability to make direct contact with case participants (Yin, 2009). The findings of 
this study are particularly useful in identifying the barriers that have been 
experienced by women in executive leadership. This study goes beyond the 
traditional scope of existing literature in which barriers that are usually investigated 
are considered from the perspective of overcoming the glass ceiling (Kirmak, 2017; 
Rana & Gandhi, 2013). This study has taken a different route by redirecting the 
experience of barriers for women, to investigating what happens upon the 
achievement of senior executive leadership. 
The findings of this study broaden the depth of knowledge around the barriers that 
exist for women, as well as the continued presence of these barriers at the executive 
level. The study provides further evidence of the existence of these barriers by 
looking into the experience of South African women executive leaders in the 
corporate sector. The glass ceiling is arguably one of the most well-known 
metaphors that emerged in the 20th century in gender studies, as a well-researched 
topic in which many have taken to task the need to make sense of workplace 
experiences and the degree to which the workplace is gendered (Barreto, Ryan, & 
Schmidt, 2009). However, a continued need for research in this area still exists. In 
order to promote social progress, there is a need for the demystification of myths that 
surround gender issues, as well as an even more dire need for more women to 
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occupy leadership positions so that organisations may benefit positively from 
diversity (Kirmak, 2017). 
6.4. RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study has identified and described a variety of barriers that women experience 
at executive levels of leadership. In doing so, it has shed light on the existence of 
barriers against women executives beyond the widely researched glass ceiling. 
The results of this study have revealed that women continue to experience barriers 
at executive levels of leadership. These include both psychosocial and 
organisational barriers against the executive leadership of the South African women 
executives consulted in this study. 
The most commonly identified barriers based on the experiences of the case 
participants include the following: 
6.4.1.  The identified psychosocial barriers 
• Patriarchal perceptions: relating to the experience of gender prejudice and 
stereotyping (mentioned by four case participants); 
• Work-life balance: relating to the work-life role conflict career women experience 
(mentioned by three case participants). 
6.4.2. The identified organisational barriers 
• Institutional bias: relating to gender polarisation pertaining to men (mentioned by 
three case participants); 
• The glass ceiling hypothesis: relating to isolation at the executive level 
(mentioned by three case participants); 
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• The glass ceiling hypothesis: relating to the underrepresentation of women at the 
executive level (mentioned by three case participants); 
However, one particular barrier was not mentioned by any of the case participants 
consulted in this study. This barrier relates to lacking in family support systems that 
are often required by career women juggling work demands and domestic 
responsibilities. However, the majority of the case participants were fortunate to have 
supportive family members that readily assist with additional support. 
In response to the abovementioned barriers, the most commonly suggested strategy 
that can be used to lessen, prevent and/or overcome these barriers, begins with 
educating people on the issues that exist around gender inequality and how women 
experience the world of work as a marginalised group, as well as encouraging 
women who have experienced discrimination to advocate against the phenomenon 
of gender discrimination in the workplace. Organisational barriers on the other hand 
require organisational change that is championed from the top-down, wherein 
leaders drive the change that is being sought in the organisation.  
Additionally, the source of the barriers identified in this study are all in some way or 
other linked to social and cultural beliefs and gender norms that filter into behaviour, 
resulting in gender inequality.  
The government has also contributed efforts towards preventing gender inequality, 
particularly in the workplace. As such, various constitutional and legislative policies 
and frameworks such as the Commission for Gender Equality (Manzini & Mosenogi, 
2012). These have been introduced with the hope to combat sexism and the gender 
discrimination of women as well as improving the representation and empowerment 
of women across all occupational levels (Manzini & Mosenogi, 2012).  
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6.5. FUTURE RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 
The aim of the current study was to identify and describe the barriers that women 
experience at the executive level of corporations in South Africa. For future research, 
more focus can be given to career women in leadership positions, thus improving the 
knowledge around the existence of the barriers that affect the success of women’s 
careers and the resultant lack of representation of women due to these invisible 
barriers. Furthermore, improvements on the existing knowledge on the dynamics of 
gender in the workplace and how it affects the career development of women can 
also be explored and move towards the development of theories from the 
perspective of the experiences of women. 
6.6. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
One of the limitations of this study is related to the analysis of absent subjects where 
a combination of data sources are utilised to supplement the sourced information 
and improve the quality of the sourced information (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & 
Delport, 2011; Yin, 2009). A disadvantage to the use of secondary data is that 
information that is being utilised may lack sufficient details from which conclusions 
can be made (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport, 2011). However, this issue was 
overcome by ensuring that information was gathered from multiple sources in order 
to increase the reliability of the content being used, as well as utilising the 
biographies and autobiographies in conjunction with secondary sources. However, 
the objectivity of the content cannot be guaranteed as the possibility that the data 
being used may be based on subjective experiences, is likely (de Vos, Strydom, 
Fouché, & Delport, 2011).  
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Additionally, it is important to note that books by Dlamini (2016) and Gleason, 
Nkomo and De Jongh (2011) informed a substantial part of the study, as these 
books contained collections of interviews and reflections of South African executives 
and leaders in industry. To supplement these books, additional information was 
sourced from additional interviews freely available from online sources. However, a 
degree of credibility was maintained as the sources used were sources endorsed by 
the case participants while others were sources in which the case participants had 
been interviewed on their experiences and the interview content professionally 
published by reputable publishing bodies. 
Lastly, due to the fact that this study is based on the multiple case study research 
design, generalisations cannot be made to a larger population. The experiences of 
the case participants are limited to their lives and cannot be extended beyond that, 
thus limiting the external validity of this study. However, based on the experiences 
identified and described in this study, the results can be used to provide further 
insight into the existence of barriers and gender inequalities that exist beyond the 
glass ceiling. Therefore, the findings of this study provide new knowledge to further 
inform what is already known about gender inequalities and barriers in the 
workplace. 
6.7. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Evidence of barriers to women from senior executive leadership positions in 
organisations has been proven by the significantly low representation of women at 
this level, despite the increasing number of women in the labour force 
(Businesswomen's Association of South Africa , 2017; Cook & Glass, 2013; Elmuti, 
Jia, & Davis, 2009; Ismail & Ibrahim, 2007; Kirmak, 2017). With regard to 
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representation, equality and occupying leadership roles, women significantly lag 
behind their male counterparts (Kirmak, 2017). Owing to this contemporary 
phenomenon, research into the barriers that bar women in the workplace remains a 
relevant topic in academia across disciplines and industries. This phenomenon 
highlights how women are confronted with barriers at every turn in their career 
journeys, from recruitment to promotion (Kirmak, 2017).  
In this chapter, summaries of discussions of previous chapters have been provided. 
The purpose and signficance of this study was re-examined. The findings were 
discussed in conjunction with the literature that was consulted in this study in 
addition to how they relate to the experiences of the case participants.  
The findings of this study indicated that barriers to women continue to exist at the 
executive level. This is proven by the shared experiences of the case participants, 
where they implicate a variety of barriers that have occurred during their tenure as 
executive leaders. Based on these findings, this study has demonstrated that the 
reach of the glass ceiling hypothesis extends beyond the career advancement of 
women as they continue to exist long after the achievement of senior executive 
leadership in organisations.  
In this study, the barriers to women’s executive leadership were categorised into two 
constituent parts, namely, psychosocial and organisational barriers and thereafter 
the various barriers were thematically categorised. In doing so, the relationship 
between these barriers and the status quo of the corporate sector was revealed. 
Based on the findings of this study in conjunction with the literature, it is evident that 
both psychosocial and organisational barriers contribute to the preservation of the 
current position of women in the corporate sector. Thus the existence of barriers 
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such as the underrepresentation of women, low gender diversity in executive levels 
of the organisations and gender discrimination against women continues to occur 
(Barreto, Ryan, & Schmidt, 2009; Businesswomen's Association of South Africa, 
2017; Kirmak, 2017; Chrisler & McCreary, 2010).  
In response to the findings presented in this study, emphasis has been placed on the 
importance of educating people on gender inequality and the constitutional policies, 
legislation and frameworks that exist to protect people from discrimination at the 
workplace across occupational levels. These would be the important first steps 
towards confronting gender inequality in the workplace and improving the position of 
women in the organisation by increasing representativity, and opening up 
opportunities for the advancement, promotion, retention and support for women at all 
occupational levels in organisations. 
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